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Abstract 

The thesis explores the spiritual formation of future priests in Papua 

New Guinea (PNG), focusing on the formation program at Holy Spirit 

Seminary (HSS). Rooted in the theological and magisterial teachings of the 

ministerial priesthood, the study examines PNG’s unique cultural, historical, 

traditional, and spiritual context and its influence on priestly formation at 

HSS. First, the thesis introduces the Catholic Church in the social-cultural 

context of PNG, including the history of PNG and its traditional spiritual 

beliefs and practices, as well as the interaction between indigenous spirituality 

and the Catholic faith. Hence, the thesis illuminates how the Catholic Church 

has encountered and continues evangelizing and enculturating in PNG. It also 

provides the current overview of the life of the Church and priestly formation, 

emphasizing the multi-cultural environment of seminaries. 

The thesis is a synthesis of the magisterial teachings on priests’ nature, 

mission, and spirituality with the contributions of relevant contemporary 

theologians. It emphasizes how priests share the common priesthood of all 

Christians but at the same time carry a special vocation among other Christian 

vocations. Then, the thesis delves into the priestly formation, which integrates 

with human, intellectual, and pastoral dimensions. The thesis introduces the 

main stages of priestly formation, from the propaedeutic phase to ongoing 

formation and emphasizes the importance of the spiritual dimension in priestly 

formation and priestly life and ministry.  As its main purpose, the thesis 

examines challenges and proposes enhancements to spiritual formation 

programs at HSS at each stage. Specifically, the thesis provides practical 
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suggestions for improving spiritual formation as one of the contributions to the 

formation of future priests and also to the development of the Church in PNG. 
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CHAPTER ONE 

INTRODUCTION 

1. Background of the Thesis 

The first Christian missionaries came to PNG in the mid-nineteenth 

century. After the initial challenges, Christianity became the main religion in 

the country, accounting for 95% of the population. Among all Christian 

denominations, Catholic is the most prominent, with 2,048,763 Catholics, 

comprising 26.3% of the population, and includes 576 priests (293 diocesan 

and 283 religious priests), and 198 major seminarians.1  

The ratio of Catholics to priests in PNG is 3,557, higher than the global 

average.2 Moreover, fewer foreign missionaries have come to PNG due to a 

worldwide decline in priests and religious personnel. Thus, more leadership 

responsibilities have been transferred from foreign missionaries to national 

pastors in parishes and dioceses.  

As a result, the Bishops of PNG and the Solomon Islands emphasize 

the need for more priestly formation. They affirm, “The authentic and suitable 

formation of priests for this fundamental ministry in the Body of Christ is an 

 
1 Directory of the Catholic Church in PNG and Solomon Islands 2020 (Port Moresby: 
Catholic Bishops Conference of PNG and Solomon Islands, 2020). 
 
2 On average, there are 3,373 Catholics for every priest worldwide. Cf. Nina Benedictka 
Krapic, “Global Catholic population rising as number of priests, religious falls,” Vatican 
News, October 20, 2023, https://www.vaticannews.va/en/church/news/2023-10/fides-catholic-
church-statistics-world-mission-sunday.html. 
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essential task for the building up of the Church in our countries.”3 According 

to the Second Vatican Council, spiritual formation needs to be especially 

significant in priestly formation as it profoundly influences the life and 

ministry of priests, which is essential for the ongoing renewal and 

development of the Church.4  

2. Rationale for Selecting Holy Spirit Seminary (HSS) 

HSS was chosen for the research because it is the oldest seminary in 

PNG and the only seminary in PNG that includes two priestly formation stages 

(philosophy and theology).5 Second, the HSS’s seminarians come from most 

PNG provinces, representing PNG's unique cultural, social, and ecclesiastical 

contexts. Third, the writer of this thesis is one of the spiritual directors at HSS, 

which gives him a concrete understanding of the particular situation of the 

seminary and seminarians. 

3. Statement of the Problem 

The priesthood and priesthood vocation face a global crisis in the 

Catholic Church.6 In PNG, some seminaries have been closed because there is 

 
3 Ratio Nationalis Formationis, Policy for Formation in the Seminaries of PNG & Solomon 
Islands (September 29, 1997, Revised September 29, 2013), no.8. 
 
4 Cf. Second Vatican Council, Presbyterorum ordinis [PO], no. 1, accessed October 1, 2023, 
https://www.vatican.va/archive/hist_councils/ii_vatican_council/documents/vat-
ii_decree_19651207_presbyterorum-ordinis_en.html; Optatam totius [OT], Introduction, 
accessed October 1, 2023, 
https://www.vatican.va/archive/hist_councils/ii_vatican_council/documents/vat-
ii_decree_19651028_optatam-totius_en.html.   
 
5 The second major seminary in PNG is Good Shepherd Seminary, which provides the 
formation for the discipleship stage (philosophy study). 
 
6 Cf. Stephen J. Rossetti, Priesthood in the Time of Crisis: A New Study of the Psychological 
and Spiritual Health of Priests (IN: Ave Maria Press, 2023). 
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no vocation to the priesthood in those areas. Additionally, many priests leave 

the priesthood, and many others are at risk of leaving the priesthood for varied 

and combined reasons, such as the challenges of celibacy and pastoral 

responsibilities and the attraction of secular opportunities.7 This critical 

situation challenges the Catholic Church in PNG to find enough good priests 

to care for the faithful. 

Therefore, all the members of the Church must try to promote priestly 

vocations in families and communities and provide support and assistance to 

priests. Seminaries must also review and improve the priestly formation 

programs to prepare future priests to fulfill their responsibilities better, 

especially when facing challenges and difficulties.  

In the post-synodal Apostolic Exhortation Pastores dabo vobis, Pope 

John Paul II proposes four essential dimensions of priestly formation, which 

create a balanced and integrated formation program that addresses all the 

aspects: human, spiritual, intellectual, and pastoral, to ensure the holistic 

development of future priests.8 For the Second Vatican Council Fathers, 

among the four dimensions, the spiritual element is crucial in the life and 

ministry of priests.9 Thus, the Congregation for Catholic Education published 

a Circular Letter on January 6, 1980, titled Concerning Some of the More 

 
7 Kuman Gabriel, “Voices of Former Priests of a Papua New Guinea Catholic Diocese: 
Lessons to Learn from and Way Forward,” In The Word and the Words: 125 Years of SVD 
Engagement in Papua New Guinea, eds, Geovanne Bustos and Patrick Gesch (Madang: 
Divine Word Society, 2021), 301. 
 
8 John Paul II, Pastores dabo vobis (March 15, 1992) [PDV], no. 43, accessed October 1, 
2023. https://www.vatican.va/content/john-paul-ii/en/apost_exhortations/documents/hf_jp-
ii_exh_25031992_pastores-dabo-
vobis.html#:~:text=The%20formation%20of%20future%20priests,future%20of%20the%20ev
angelization%20of. 
 
9 PO, nos. 15-17. 



 

 4 
 
 

Urgent Aspects of Spiritual Formation in Seminaries, highlighting the 

importance of spiritual formation as the foundation that integrates and 

enhances all other aspects of priestly formation.10 

Given the importance of spiritual formation, PNG seminaries need 

more well-trained spiritual formators to accompany seminarians in their 

spiritual lives. At the same time, spiritual formation programs in seminaries 

need to be comprehensive and integrated so that seminarians may effectively 

internalize dimensions of their priestly formation into a deep and mature 

spiritual life.  

Furthermore, more research is needed on the specific processes and 

effectiveness of spiritual formation within PNG’s unique cultural and social 

context. With a more profound and comprehensive spiritual formation 

program, the seminarians can overcome many challenges and nurture their 

spiritual growth in the seminary and later in their priesthood. 

4. Objectives of the Thesis 

This thesis explores the nature and mission of priests by examining 

their Catholic theological and doctrinal foundations. It provides an in-depth 

understanding of a priest’s role in continuing the mission of Jesus, proclaiming 

the Good News, ministering the sacraments, especially the Holy Eucharist, 

fostering community spiritual growth, and serving the Church in other priestly 

ministries.  

 
 
10 Congregation for Catholic Education, Circular Letter Concerning Some of the More Urgent 
Aspects of Spiritual Formation in Seminaries, accessed March 19, 2024, 
https://www.usccb.org/beliefs-and-teachings/vocations/priesthood/priestly-
formation/upload/spiritual.pdf 
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In addition, the thesis describes the stages of priestly formation and the 

importance of spiritual formation in each phase. It also shows the impact of 

spiritual formation on developing essential qualities for priestly ministry.  

Based on the guidelines of the Church, the thesis ultimately identifies 

the challenges and proposes practical suggestions to improve spiritual 

formation at HSS. 

5. Methodological Approach 

This thesis uses the qualitative research methodology. The thesis 

examines the critical theological and doctrinal documents on the priesthood 

and priestly formation, focusing on spiritual formation programs and their 

implementation. Using the results of interviews and personal observation, the 

thesis compares the spiritual formation programs at HSS with Church 

instructions to identify best practices and areas for improvement so that the 

overall quality of spiritual education at HSS might be enhanced. 

6. Theological and Doctrinal Foundations 

Drawing from the documents of the Second Vatican Council, the 

Popes, and the Congregations of the Holy See, this thesis explores the 

theological and doctrinal foundations as follows: 

Nature and Mission of the Priesthood: This thesis provides a 

comprehensive understanding of what it means to be a priest within the 

context of Church doctrine based on the Holy Scriptures. It also analyzes the 

priests’ roles and responsibilities, including their pastoral care duties, role in 

sacramental ministry, and leadership within the community.  
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Spiritual Formation in Priestly Formation: The thesis describes the 

formation process to help the candidates discover their priestly vocation, 

pursue it, and live their priestly vocation faithfully and fruitfully. Priestly 

formation includes these core aspects: personal, spiritual, intellectual, and 

pastoral. Moreover, this thesis deepens the principles and practices of spiritual 

formation to stress how spiritual formation integrates and internalizes the 

whole process of priestly formation and priestly life and ministry. 

7. Significance of the Thesis 

The thesis is intended to help church leaders, seminary formators, and 

seminarians to have comprehensive insights into the nature of the priesthood, 

and its mission, spirituality, and priestly formation. This thesis mainly 

emphasizes the role of spiritual formation in forming future priests. In 

addition, based on the PNG context, the thesis shows the limitations of the 

spiritual formation program at HSS and suggests some practices for 

improvement in the spiritual formation program. These insights are also 

potentially beneficial for those in charge of priestly formation in similar 

contexts.   

8. Scope and Limitations of the Thesis 

This thesis relies on Church teachings (Magisterial documents) from 

the Second Vatican Council regarding priesthood and priestly formation, 

particularly spiritual formation. The thesis focuses on spiritual formation at 

HSS and does not extend to other aspects or seminaries.  

9. Overview of the Thesis Structure 
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The thesis has five chapters. Following Chapter I, “Introduction,” 

Chapter II, “The Catholic Church in PNG,” provides a historical overview and 

the current status of the Catholic Church in PNG, as well as PNG’s traditional 

spiritual beliefs and their relationship with Catholicism. Chapter II also 

introduces the foundation of seminaries and priestly formation programs. 

Chapter III, “Magisterial Teaching on Priesthood,” examines the nature and 

mission of the priesthood as described by the Church’s Magisterial documents. 

Chapter IV, “Spiritual Dimension in Priestly Formation,” explores the spiritual 

aspects of priestly formation, including the stages of formation and their 

spiritual components. Chapter V, “Challenges and Suggestions in Spiritual 

Formation in the HSS,” identifies the challenges faced in spiritual formation 

and offers suggestions for formation enhancement. The last Chapter, “Thesis 

Conclusion,” synthesizes the thesis findings making clear their applicability to 

priestly formation at HSS and the other seminaries in PNG. 
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CHAPTER TWO  

THE CATHOLIC CHURCH IN PNG 

I. Brief History of PNG 

1. The Unknown Land 

According to archaeological findings, the first inhabitants of PNG 

came from Southeast Asia. They traveled through the Southeast Asian 

peninsula as early as 40,000 to 50,000 years ago.11 Despite this long history, 

the territory of PNG remained unknown to foreigners until the early 16th 

century, when the Portuguese and Spanish explorers reached the area. They 

named it “Papua” because of the distinctive curly hair of the Indigenous 

People and “Nueva Guinea” (New Guinea) due to the perceived resemblance 

between the Indigenous People and those of Guinea in Africa.12  

After those early encounters, PNG was still “the unexplored land” for 

foreigners until the late 19th century due to rough landscapes and thick 

tropical forests. At that time, more developments were being made in 

navigation and mapping techniques for exploration. Subsequently, a better 

understanding of the region and more powerful weapons offered chances for 

colonization by the Europeans.13 

 
11 Ann Turner, Historical Dictionary of Papua New Guinea (London: Scarecrow Press, 1994), 
2. 
 
12 John Dademo Waiko, A Short History of Papua New Guinea (Melbourne, Oxford 
University Press: 1993), 17. 
 
13 Turner, 4. 
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2. From Colony to Independence 

The Germans colonized the northern half of PNG in 1884 and named it 

German New Guinea. In 1914, at the beginning of World War I, Australian 

troops occupied German New Guinea, which subsequently remained under 

Australian military control until the Treaty of Versailles in 1919. Under a 

League of Nations mandate in 1921, the territory was formally transferred to 

the Australian administration.14 

The British occupied the southern coast of New Guinea, declared it a 

British protectorate on November 6, 1884, and named it British New Guinea. 

On September 4, 1888, the protectorate was formally incorporated. In 1902 the 

Commonwealth of Australia took care of the administration of British New 

Guinea. In 1905 it was called the Territory of Papua and was under Australian 

administration in 1906. Japanese forces invaded in 1942.15 

With the Japanese surrender in 1945, the civil administrations of both 

British New Guinea (Papua) and German New Guinea (New Guinea) were 

restored. These territories were merged into a single administrative 

government, forming what would become the country of PNG. The United 

Nations oversaw the administration of PNG and prepared it for 

independence.16 

After many preparation steps, the elections in 1972 marked a 

significant step towards PNG self-governance. Under the leadership of Chief 

Minister Michael Somare (1936-2021), PNG achieved self-governance on 

 
 
14 Turner, 7-8. 
 
15 Turner, 5-7. 
 
16 Turner, 10-12. 
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December 1, 1973, and became the new country on the global map with its 

independence on September 16, 1975.17  

3. PNG Today 

PNG is a constitutional monarchy with a parliamentary democracy and 

a population of approximately 8 million as of 2020.18 It is located in the South 

Pacific below the equator, covers 462,840 square kilometers and has a 5,125-

kilometer coastline. Port Moresby is the capital, but due to the challenging 

geography, there are no direct road connections from Port Moresby to other 

provinces. Consequently, air transport is essential for internal travel.19 

PNG has a diverse culture, with over 650 tribes and 800 languages 

spoken nationwide. English is the principal language of education, 

administration, and commerce. Melanesian Pidgin (Tok Pidgin) has developed 

as the dominant lingua franca that is used for communication between members 

of different ethnic groups.20 

PNG is rich in natural resources such as minerals, oil, and gas, which 

provide most of the country’s income from exports. Agriculture is the primary 

source of food and income for 80% of the population in rural areas. Despite its 

plentiful resources, PNG is slow to develop economically. It faces many 

 
 
17 Turner, 14- 15. 
 
18 Directory of the Catholic Church in PNG and Solomon Islands 2020 (Port Moresby: 
Catholic Bishops Conference of PNG and Solomon Islands, 2020). However, according to the 
National Statistical Office, the population of PNG in 2021 is 11.8 million. Cf. National 
Statistical Office “2021 Population,” https://www.nso.gov.pg/statistics/population/ 
 
19 Philip Gibbs, “Papua New Guinea,” in Globalization and the Re-shaping of Christianity in 
the Pacific Islands, ed. Manfred Ernst (Suva: Pacific Theological College, 2006), 83. 
 
20 Gibbs, “Papua New Guinea,” 85. 
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challenges, such as corruption, limited public services, and a high cost of 

living. Many people are living in poverty, inequality, and violence. Particularly 

in rural areas, essential services like healthcare and education are limited.21 

II. Traditional Spiritual Beliefs in PNG 

1. Animism 

Animism is the belief that natural objects, places, and creatures possess 

a spiritual essence concerned with human affairs and can influence human 

interests by helping or harming them.22 Animism is a foundational aspect of 

traditional PNG beliefs in recognizing a complex hierarchy of spirits, ranging 

from supreme to lower ranking, such as bush and ancestral spirits.23 There are 

also beliefs in sky gods who dwell on high, but believing in sky gods and 

supreme beings is not widespread in PNG. Instead, the focus is often on more 

localized spirits directly associated with the immediate environment and daily 

sustenance.24 

In animism the natural environment is seen as alive, with spirits and 

supernatural beings living in the mountains, rivers, trees, stones, and animals. 

Those natural spirits can significantly influence human affairs.25 Depending on 

the area and way of life, the people of PNG have diverse methods of 

 
21 “Papua New Guinea: Education,” Encyclopaedia Britannica, accessed May 27, 2024. 
https://www.britannica.com/place/Papua-New-Guinea/Education 
 
22 George Kerlin Park, "Animism," Encyclopedia Britannica, November 25, 2023, accessed 
May 27, 2024, https://www.britannica.com/topic/animism. 
 
23 Theo Alerts, Traditional Religion in Melanesia (Port Moresby, University of PNG Press: 
1998), 18. 
 
24 Ennio Mantovani, “A Fundamental Melanesian Religion,” in Christ in Melanesia: 
Exploring Theological Issues (Point 1997), ed. James Knight (Goroka: The Melanesian 
Institute, 1997), 163. 
 
25 Mantovani, “A Fundamental Melanesian Religion,” 163.  
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worshiping and respecting the spirits who assist them in their daily activities, 

such as hunting, fishing, and planting.26 

2. Two Main Types of Ancestor Worship 

There are two main types of ancestor worship in PNG. The first type of 

ancestors is historical ancestors. They are community members with a clear 

genealogical link to current members. They are revered because of their 

contributions to the community, such as leadership, wisdom, or bravery when 

they were alive. People come to those ancestors as powerful spirits who offer 

guidance, protection, and blessings. Rituals, including offerings of food and 

valuables, are performed to honor them.27 People believe some outstanding 

leaders have spiritual power even while alive.28  

The second type of ancestor is mystical ancestors, mythological 

figures, or deified beings who may not have direct genealogical ties to current 

community members but represent primordial forces, cultural ideals, or 

significant mythical events to explain the origins of the world, humanity, and 

natural phenomena. Often associated with creation myths and supernatural 

powers, mystical ancestors are archetypes of foundational cultural and 

spiritual ideals. They are believed to be able to influence the world of humans 

and nature. 29 

 
 
26 Alerts, 11-24. 
 
27 Mantovani, “A Fundamental Melanesian Religion,” 104-105. 
 
28 Harvey Whitehouse, Inside the Cult: Religious Innovation and Transmission in Papua New 
Guinea (New York, Oxford University Press: 1995), 41. 
 
29 Mantovani, “A Fundamental Melanesian Religion,” 104-106. 
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3. Sorcery and Witchcraft 

In PNG, as in other primal societies, people tend to attribute the cause 

of natural phenomena to non-empirical entities such as gods, spirits, ancestors’ 

spirits, or persons with special powers (magicians, sorcerers, and witches).30 

Sorcerers and witches are believed to possess supernatural powers for good or 

evil purposes in many ways. To gain power sorcerers and witches generally use 

the Earth's materials, such as leaves, stones, ginger, and garlic, animals like rats 

and snakes, or materials associated with humans, such as a piece of cloth. They 

also use human waste or remains like parts of the human body, body fluids such 

as sexual secretions, semen, vaginal fluid, and menstrual blood.31   

In PNG distinctions and categorizations of sorcery, witchcraft, and 

magic are not clear but confounded by multiple variations in almost everything. 

Due to the diversity of cultures and beliefs, every province or region has its own 

beliefs and practices. According to the Sorcery Act 1971 of PNG, sorcery and 

witchcraft are known in various languages and parts of the country as witchcraft, 

magic, enchantment, puripuri, muramura, dikana, vada, meamea, sanguma or 

mailra.32  

 
 
30 Franco Zocca, “Sorcery, Witchcraft and Christianity Worldwide and in Melanesia,” in 
Sorcery, Witchcraft, and Christianity in Melanesia. Melanesian Mission Studies No. 5, eds. 
Franco Zocca and Jack Urame (Goroka, PNG: Melanesia Institute, 2008), 14-18, 39-43. 
 
31 Jack Urame, “Annotated Bibliography of the Phenomenon of Sorcery and Witchcraft in 
Melanesia and Papua New Guinea,” in Sorcery, Witchcraft, and Christianity in Melanesia. 
Melanesian Mission Studies No. 5, eds. Franco Zocca and Jack Urame (Goroka, PNG: 
Melanesia Institute, 2008), 173. 
 
32 Ravunamu Auka et al., “Sorcery and Witchcraft Related Killings in Papua New Guinea: The 
Criminal Justice System Response.” In Talking It Through: Responses to Sorcery and 
Witchcraft Beliefs and Practices in Melanesia, ed. Miranda Forsyth and Richard Eves 
(Canberra: Australia National University Press, 2015), 242. 
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Today witchcraft and sorcery-related beliefs and practices, which are 

being transported around PNG to places where they had never before existed, 

continue to pose significant challenges in contemporary PNG. These beliefs and 

practices are mixed and localized. People living in cities and towns from 

different provinces or districts learn sorcery and witchcraft-related beliefs and 

practices from each other. Moreover, witches and sorcerers poison people with 

modern techniques such as computers, mobile phones, or chemicals. Sorcery 

practices are also being commodified and increasingly able to be bought at local 

markets. Forsyth and Eves observe that the variety of sorcery and witchcraft is 

increasing rather than dying out.33 

III. The Catholic Church in PNG 

1. The First Catholic Missionaries 

 
Pope Gregory XVI established the Apostolic Vicariate of Melanesia 

and Micronesia on July 19, 1844, entrusting it to the Marist Congregation 

(SM). Bishop Epalle and his companions landed at San Cristobel in December 

1845 but faced hostility, leading to Epalle's death. Jean-Georges Collomb, who 

returned to San Cristobel after his episcopal ordination, found that one priest 

had died and his three companions had been killed. Collomb moved to 

Woodlark Island in 1847, but malaria and influenza severely afflicted the 

 
 
33 Miranda Forsyth and Richard Eves, “Problems and Victims of Sorcery and Witchcraft 
Practices and Beliefs in Melanesia: An Introduction,” in Talking It Through: Responses to 
Sorcery and Witchcraft Beliefs and Practices in Melanesia, ed. Miranda Forsyth and Richard 
Eves (Canberra: Australia National University Press, 2015), 5-6. 
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missionaries, leading to Collomb's death in 1848 and the mission's 

abandonment by 1852.34 

That same year the Foreign Missions of Milan (PIME) took over the 

mission, sending seven new missionaries to Woodlark Island. They faced 

similar challenges, culminating in the murder of Father Giovanni Mazzuconi 

in 1855,35 forcing them to abandon the mission.36  

In 1880, French priest Rene Marie Lannuzel arrived in New Ireland, 

where he baptized children in the colony of “New France.”37 In 1881, the 

Missionaries of the Sacred Heart (MSC) took over the vacant Apostolic 

Vicariate of Melanesia. They arrived in Matupit, New Ireland, in 1882, later 

moving to Yule Island at the German colonial powers’ suggestion.38 

In 1895 Father Arnold Janssen of the Society of the Divine Word 

(SVD) accepted the mission in Northeast New Guinea. Pope Leo XIII 

established the Apostolic Prefecture of Wilhelmsland on February 23, 1896. 

German missionaries arrived in Wilhelmshafen (Madang) on August 13, 

establishing mission centers, schools, and churches under German colonial 

authority, which provided them with significant advantages.39  

 
 
34 Gabriel Pinda, “The Early Years” in Alive in Christ, Point No. 30, ed. Philip Gibbs (Eastern 
Highland Province, PNG, Melanesia Institute: 2006), 14-15; Paul B. Steffen, Sios bilong Yumi 
long Niugini: Catholic Mission History in Mainland New Guinea, 1896-1945 (Madang, PNG: 
Society of Divine Word, 2022), 32. 
 
35 Giovanni Mazzuconi, PIME, was beatified on November 19, 1989 by Pope John Paul II. 
 
36 Gibbs, “Papua New Guinea,” 99; Frans A. Lenssen, Footprints in the Ocean: History of the 
Catholic Church in Western Oceania (Leipzig, Germany: Engelsdorfer Verlag: 2012), 71-77.  
 
37 Pinda, 16. 
 
38 Steffen, Sios bilong Yumi long Niugini, 29. 
 
39 Gibbs, “Papua New Guinea,” 99-100; Steffen, Sios bilong Yumi long Niugini, 13. 
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2. The Catholic Church in PNG Today 

The initial encounters between missionaries and some communities in 

PNG were marked by resistance and conflict. However, under the protection 

of the colonial governments, the Catholic Church and other denominations 

have expanded and developed quickly across all provinces in PNG. Today, the 

Catholic Church is organized into four archdioceses and fifteen dioceses, 438 

parishes with a Catholic population of 2,048,763, comprising 26.3% of the 

population, 576 priests (293 diocesan and 283 religious priests), and 198 

major seminarians.40 

Besides evangelization, the Catholic Church has collaborated with 

governments, other Churches, organizations, and institutions in promoting 

peace, justice, human rights, and care for creation, as well as building local 

communities. It has contributed notably to education and healthcare services 

by running many schools and hospitals. 

PNG is a vast country with cultural diversity, political instability, 

economic hardship, and social changes, all of which impose challenges on the 

Catholic Church. Moreover, an insufficient number of priests, religious sisters, 

brothers, and other lay ministers result in having the Church struggle to 

maintain and train clergy and lay leaders. 

3. The Interaction between Traditional Spiritual Beliefs and Catholic Faith 

The people of PNG are deeply spiritual, with religious beliefs playing a 

central role in their daily lives. Even though ninety-five percent of the 

 
40 Directory of the Catholic Church in PNG and Solomon Islands 2020 (Port Moresby: 
Catholic Bishops Conference of PNG and Solomon Islands, 2020). 
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population are Christians, traditional beliefs coexist with Christianity. 

However, PNG’s traditional spiritual beliefs have changed significantly due to 

Christianization and modernization. Various forms of Christianity and 

indigenous religious practices coexist or are integrated together. After the 

Second Vatican Council, the Catholic Church respected traditional cultures 

and engaged in dialogue with the cultures to find common ground between the 

Christian faith and traditional beliefs.  

Animism, a dominant belief in PNG, has profoundly influenced 

Catholic beliefs and practices. The sense of depending on the divine being is 

deep in the PNG people’s minds. This mentality continues among Catholics, 

as shown by Catholics simultaneously seeking protection and blessings from 

the bush spirits as well as from God, the Blessed Mother, and the saints.41 

Totemic beliefs and cultural taboos still strongly influence PNG people, 

preventing them from eating particular animals, for example, snakes, 

crocodiles, or some particular fish.42 This practice is still widespread among 

the Catholic communities.  

The PNG people remain deeply respectful of the spirits of the 

deceased, who are considered active participants in the lives of the living.43 

Memory connects the contemporary generations with their ancestors, 

traditional cultures, and spiritual values. This belief is harmonized with the 

Catholic veneration of saints and the concept of the communion of saints. To 

these PNG Catholics, their ancestors become spiritual guides with their 

 
41 Gibbs, “Papua New Guinea,” 91. 
 
42 Phillip Gibbs, “Papua New Guinea,” in Worldmark Encyclopedia of Religious Practices, 
2nd Edition, Vol. 3, ed. Thomas Riggs (Michigan: Gale, 2015), 640.   
 
43 Gibbs, “Papua New Guinea,” in Worldmark Encyclopedia of Religious and Practices, 638. 
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teachings and legacies. Moreover, in the mystery of the communion of saints, 

the ancestors are considered intercessors on behalf of the living. In Catholic 

communities, it is common to observe prayers or offerings made to ancestors, 

especially during significant life events, funeral services, or communal 

ceremonies.  

Beliefs and practices surrounding sorcery and witchcraft continue to be 

a strong influence on daily life in PNG, including within Catholic 

communities. The PNG people are scared that they may be affected by the 

power of sorcery and witchcraft when their enemies use black power to harm 

them and their families.  On the other hand, innocent people can be accused of 

using sorcery and witchcraft to create the death or sickness of others. 

Therefore, these beliefs create tension, fear, insecurity, and violence and 

regularly lead to more severe problems in communities, such as tribal fights 

and murder, especially in rural areas. Those incidents appear almost every day 

in daily newspapers.44  

With a respectful view of indigenous cultures, the Church tries to 

dialogue and share evangelical values, finding common points to synthesize 

Christian faith and traditional cultures. Inculturation, though, is a long journey 

and an essential and dynamic process in evangelization, emphasizing the need 

to engage deeply with the Christian faith within each community's unique 

social and cultural contexts. It involves more than simply incorporating 

indigenous arts to decorate churches or adding traditional elements to 

celebrations. True inculturation means proclaiming the Gospel that resonates 

 
 
44 Forsyth and Eves, “Problems and Victims of Sorcery and Witchcraft Practices and Beliefs in 
Melanesia: An Introduction,” 1. 
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authentically with a particular culture’s language, symbols, and values, 

allowing the faith to take root and flourish in people's lived realities.45  

IV. Priestly Formation in PNG 

1. The Foundation of HSS and Other Seminaries 

The first missionaries in PNG understood the importance of 

establishing a local Church by training local leaders. The Bishops sent the 

candidates for priesthood abroad for their studies. In 1937 Louis Vangeke 

became the first Papua New Guinean ordained to the priesthood.46 There were 

also minor seminaries to train local candidates, but the World Wars 

significantly disrupted these efforts.47 

In 1955 the Bishops established a minor seminary in Ulapia, New 

Britain, to provide training for local diocesan candidates. On March 12, 1963, 

Holy Spirit Regional Seminary was established by the Sacred Congregation 

for the Propagation of the Faith in Kap, near Madang, approximately 500 

kilometers from Port Moresby. This institution was founded under the auspices 

of the Society of the Divine Word (SVD) and began with 22 seminarians.48   

Simultaneously, the Missionaries of the Sacred Heart (MSC) opened 

De Boismenu Seminary at Bomana, approximately 12 kilometers from Port 

Moresby. This seminary was dedicated to training MSC members for the 

 
 
45 Pontifical Council for Culture, Towards a Pastoral Approach to Culture, no. 4. 
46 In 1941, Louis Vangeke joined the MSC, and in December 1970, he was ordained as the 
first Papua New Guinean bishop in St. Mary's Cathedral in Sydney by Pope Paul VI. Cf. 
Jürgen Ommerborn, The Early HSS, and Its Forerunners (The Speach at the Occasion of the 
50th Anniversary of HSS), unpublished. 
 
47 Paul Steffen, “Building up a Priesthood in Papua New Guinea,” in SVD in the World 
1995/96, 60. 
 
48 Lessen, 146-47; Steffen, “Building up a Priesthood in Papua New Guinea,” 60. 
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priesthood. The separate training of the religious and diocesan clergy proved 

to be an ineffective approach. Thus, by January 1968, the bishops relocated the 

seminary to Bomana. By the end of that year, De Boismenu Seminary and 

HSS had merged, effectively making De Boismenu Seminary an affiliated 

college of HSS.49 

Other religious congregations recognized the advantages of this 

centralized training location and moved their operations to Bomana. Thus, 

seven congregations established their colleges in Bomana, sending national 

candidates to HSS for priestly training that included comprehensive academic 

and spiritual formation for diocesan and religious candidates.50 

After the apostolic visitation in March 1994, the papal presentative 

suggested reorganizing the institution to serve its dual roles better. After some 

years of restructuring, in 1999, HSS was split into two distinct entities. The 

original HSS focused on the human, spiritual, and pastoral formation of 

diocesan seminarians. The new institution, the Catholic Theological Institute 

(CTI), was created to handle the academic formation of diocesan and religious 

candidates for the priesthood.51  

When HSS moved to Bomana in 1967, the building at Kap was 

repurposed to house a new minor seminary named St. Fidelis Seminary. Later, 

it became the Propaedeutic Seminary. In 1990, recognizing the need for 

specialized philosophical education, the bishops of several dioceses opened 

 
 
49 Catholic Theological Institute [CTI], Handbook 2023 (Bomana: Catholic Theological 
Institute, 2023), 6.  
 
50 CTI, Handbook 2023, 6. 
 
51 CTI, Handbook 2023, 7.  
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Good Shepherd Seminary at Banz, Jiwaka Province, Archdiocese of Mount 

Hagen. In 1993 the dioceses served by the Missionaries of the Sacred Heart 

(MSC) established the Sacred Heart Philosophate in Rabaul, which later 

became Propaedeutic Seminary.52 

2. Priestly Formation Program in PNG 

Although the Congregation for the Clergy issued the updated Ratio 

Fundamentalis Institutionis Sacerdotalis in 2016, the Conference of Bishops 

of Papua New Guinea and the Solomon Islands has not yet published the Ratio 

Nationalis, which is still in the final stages of correction and approval by the 

Dicastery for the Clergy. Consequently, seminaries continue to use the 2014 

Ratio Nationalis Formationis for their formation programs. 

In PNG priestly formation varies across dioceses but generally follows 

a structured pathway. Typically, after being accepted by the diocesan vocation 

director, seminarians undergo two propaedeutic years at St. Fidelis Seminary 

or Sacred Heart Seminary, followed by a spiritual year at Good Shepherd 

Seminary. 

After this initial phase, the path diverges depending on the diocese. 

Some seminarians continue their philosophy and religious studies at Good 

Shepherd Seminary for three years, while others proceed to HSS for two years 

of philosophy at the Catholic Theological Institute (CTI). Certain dioceses 

require an additional year of pastoral formation after the completion of 

philosophy and religious studies at Good Shepherd Seminary or philosophy 

studies at CTI. By contrast, other dioceses allow their seminarians to continue 

 
52 Steffen, “Building up a Priesthood in Papua New Guinea,” 62. 
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directly with their theology studies. Regardless of the route, all seminarians 

eventually study theology for four years at CTI while residing at HSS. Before 

their diaconate ordination, they typically complete an additional year of 

pastoral formation. Thus, from the propaedeutic stage, seminarians spend 

approximately ten years of formation before being ordained into diaconate.  

3. Spiritual Formation at HSS 

In the seminary daily schedule, the Holy Eucharist with homily, the 

Liturgy of the Hours, and meditation are the most critical moments when the 

seminarians encounter God communally and personally. Every Saturday, the 

seminary community prays the Rosary together. Additionally, every Tuesday, 

Thursday, and Sunday, there is Eucharistic adoration when the seminarians 

have time in solitude with Jesus in the Blessed Sacrament. 

At the beginning of the academic year, seminarians have one week of 

annual retreat, a unique chance for seminarians to live in intimacy with God. 

Moreover, every month, the seminarians spend a day of recollection reflecting 

on their journey, evaluating their lives, and discerning their future. The day of 

recollection includes the sacrament of reconciliation so that the seminarians 

can be reconciled with God, their brothers and sisters, and themselves.  

The spiritual coordinator organizes all the spiritual activities in the 

seminary, including conferences and workshops on spiritual life, devotional 

groups, and other spiritual exercises. He is in charge of the spiritual 

development of seminarians and is available to accompany them as needed. 

He encourages seminarians to cultivate deep and mature spiritual lives in their 

relationship with God. He arranges for seminarians to have monthly spiritual 

direction with him or other assigned spiritual directors. 
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4. Multicultural Traditions in the Seminary 

Most PNG seminarians enter the seminary with their traditional beliefs 

and practices that they have known and even practiced. They appreciate their 

cultural values and try to enter into dialogue with Catholic doctrines. 

However, Christian traditions are still on the journey of enculturation in the 

PNG context. Some particular Catholic practices, such as solitude or celibacy, 

are not expected in their culture. Therefore, it is difficult for seminarians to be 

in solitude or to keep quiet even during the silent retreat. Celibacy is also a 

very important challenge for the clergy of PNG. 

In PNG culture, human relationships are essential. In particular, PNG 

people consider kinship one of the greatest concerns. They are willing to share 

what they have with their relatives, fighting for them and even sacrificing their 

lives for their relatives. Secrets are kept within the family members. They do 

not share what is considered secret with outsiders. In seminary formation, 

especially in spiritual formation, sharing problems, weaknesses, and 

challenges with formators, even with the spiritual director, is almost 

impossible for PNG seminarians.  

PNG seminarians come from different cultures. Living community life 

in a seminary allows seminarians to learn and respect other traditional cultures 

and values. Living in a multicultural environment also challenges seminarians 

to make personal adjustments. The presence of foreign formators turns PNG 

seminaries into international communities. To overcome the cultural 

challenges, foreign formators and native seminarians must strive to do their 
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best, remembering that humans are not exhaustively defined by culture and 

that human nature transcends culture.53 

Conclusion 

With a wide variety of tribes and languages, PNG, from the newly 

discovered land to the newly independent country in 1975, faces many 

challenges in developing the country despite its rich resources. PNG opened 

the gate for Christianity in the nineteenth century with bountiful traditional 

spiritual beliefs, such as animism, ancestor worship, and sorcery. During 

evangelization, Christianity and the Indigenous faith intertwined, bringing new 

dimensions to people’s religious life. Today, the Christian Churches continue 

to bring the Gospel values to the society of PNG. 

In the Catholic Church evangelization in PNG is being transferred 

from the foreign missionaries to the local clergy and laity. The local priest's 

role is crucial for the Church's future in PNG. Thus, priestly formation in 

seminaries is one of the biggest concerns of bishops and church leaders. 

Among the seminaries, HSS plays an essential role in forming future priests 

for PNG to carry out pastoral ministry following Jesus's example as the Good 

Shepherd. 

  

 
53 John Paul II, Veritatis splendor (August 6, 1993), no. 53, accessed October 1, 2023, 
https://www.vatican.va/content/john-paul-ii/en/encyclicals/documents/hf_jp-
ii_enc_06081993_veritatis-splendor.html. 
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CHAPTER THREE  

MAGISTERIAL TEACHING ON PRIESTHOOD  

I. Nature of the Priesthood 

1. Priesthood of the Old Testament 

As religious beings, humans have had a fundamental desire for a long 

time to communicate and connect with the divine. The Catechism of the 

Catholic Church (CCC) states: “In many ways, throughout history down to the 

present day, men have given expression to their quest for God in their 

religious beliefs and behavior: in their prayers, sacrifices, rituals, meditations, 

and so forth.”54 In all primitive societies, particular individuals were assigned 

as mediators between humans and gods in praying and offering sacrifices for 

the entire community.55 

In the Jewish religion, the sacred duty of priests finds its roots in the 

ancient traditional figure of Melchizedek, who presented bread and wine to 

Abram (cf. Gn 14:18-20).56 During the Exodus and the subsequent journey 

through the desert of Sinai, the Chosen People of God were designated as “a 

kingdom of priests and a consecrated nation” (Ex 19:6). However, within the 

twelve tribes of Israel, God singled out the tribe of Levi as a tribe of priests 

through a special rite of consecration (cf. Ex 29:1-30).  

 
54 CCC, no. 28. 
 
55 Congregation of the Clergy, Priests of the Old Covenant (November 24, 1998), accessed 
October 1, 2023, 
https://www.vatican.va/roman_curia/congregations/cclergy/documents/rc_con_cclergy_doc_2
4111998_pandold_en.html 
 
56 Congregation of the Clergy, Priests of the Old Covenant.  
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In addition to specific functions and rituals as described in the Book of 

Leviticus, the priests of Israel were also charged with other responsibilities, 

such as proclaiming the Word of God (cf. Mal 2:7-9), and fostering 

communion and peace with God through sacrificial offerings and prayers (cf. 

Ex 6:16-20). In short, they maintained the spiritual relationship between God 

and God’s people.57 

The tradition of the New Testament regards the priesthood of the Old 

Testament as a foreshadowing of the Priesthood of Jesus Christ, the High 

Priest. Notably, the author of the Letter to the Hebrews recognizes 

Melchizedek as the prefigurement of Jesus Christ, the priest and king (cf. Heb 

5:10; 6:20; 7:1-11, 15).58 In the prayer of consecration during the ordination of 

priests, the bishop gives a reminder of the role of the priesthood of the Old 

Covenant: "Lord, Father of Holiness... in the Old Covenant the grades of 

priesthood became ever more perfect using holy signs... when you gave the 

High Priests, elected to rule the people, companions of a lesser order and 

dignity to help them as collaborators..."59 

2. Jesus Christ and Priesthood of the New Testament 

Through the Incarnation, the Word of God became a human being and 

dwelled among humans (cf. Jn 1:14). As fully true God and fully true human 

both, Jesus assumed the role of the sole Mediator between God and 

humankind (cf. 1 Tm 2:5). Jesus is referred to as the “Christ,” a Greek 

 
 
57 CCC, no. 1539; Congregation of the Clergy, Priests of the Old Covenant. 
 
58 Congregation of the Clergy, Priests of the Old Covenant. 
 
59 Prayer of Consecration in the Rite of Ordination of priests; CCC, nos. 1541-42.  
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translation of the Hebrew term “Messiah,” which means “Anointed One.” In 

the tradition of Israel, those anointed were consecrated for distinct roles, 

including kingship (cf. 1 Sm 9:16; 10:1; 16:1, 12-13; 1 Kgs 1:39), priesthood 

(Ez 29:7; Lev 8:12), and prophethood (cf. 1 Kgs 19:16).60 With the title 

“Christ,” Jesus fulfilled the messianic hope of Israel through his threefold 

function as priest, prophet, and king.61 

Upon the cross, Jesus offered the perfect sacrifice to the Father as a 

perfect ransom for the salvation of humans (cf. Heb 5:3; 7:27; 10:1-4). In this 

act, Jesus became the Only, True, and Perfect High Priest of the New 

Testament. Through Christ, all Christians, as members of Jesus’ Mystical 

Body, participate in a holy and royal priesthood to offer spiritual sacrifices to 

God and proclaim the marvels of the One who has called them from darkness 

into his marvelous light (cf. 1 Pt 2: 5, 9). As the High Priest and Mediator, 

Jesus has made the Church “a kingdom of priests for God his Father” (Rev 

1:6; cf. Rev 5:9-10).62  

Just as the various parts of a body have distinct functions, so too do 

Christians have different functions within the life of the Church (cf. Rom 

12:4). The Congregation for Clergy explains the concept of ministerial 

priesthood, noting: “On the evening of his Resurrection, he sent especially the 

Apostles, in the same way he was sent by the Father (cf. Jn 20:21); from here 

originates the doctrine of the ‘special mandate’ of the hierarchy in the 

 
 
60 Congregation for the Clergy, Priests in the New Testament, accessed October 1, 2023, 
https://www.vatican.va/roman_curia/congregations/cclergy/documents/rc_con_cclergy_doc_2
4111998_pnewt_en.html 
 
61 CCC, no. 436. 
 
62 PO, nos. 1-2. Congregation for the Clergy, Priests in the New Testament. 
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Church.”63 Hence, the Lord has appointed the ordained ministers from within 

the faithful to carry out His priestly office.64  

Through the Sacrament of Orders administered by the bishop, God 

consecrates priests and endows them “a special grace to be ministers of Christ 

among the people.”65 As the Second Vatican Council explains, “Through the 

ministry of the bishop, God consecrates priests, that being made sharers by 

special title in the priesthood of Christ, they may act as his ministers in 

performing sacred functions."66 Consequently, within the Church, priests 

publicly exercise their priestly office on behalf of humanity in the name of 

Christ. Through their ministry, the spiritual sacrifices of the faithful are 

perfected and united with the sacrifice of Christ himself.67 

3. Priest, the Other Christ (Alter Christus) 

Through the union with Christ in the Sacrament of Baptism, Christians 

receive new grace and dignity - participation in Christ’s mission as prophets, 

kings, and priests.68 In the words of LG, “They are in their own way made 

sharers in the priestly, prophetic, and kingly functions of Christ.”69 Similarly, 

the CCC states: “The whole Church is a priestly people.”70 Thus as members 

 
 
63 Congregation for the Clergy, Priests in the New Testament. 
 
64 PO, no.2. 
 
65 PO, no.2. 
 
66 PO, no. 5. 
 
67 PO, no. 2. 
 
68 John Paul II, Christifideles laici (December 30, 1988), no. 14, accessed October 1, 2023, 
https://www.vatican.va/content/john-paul-ii/en/apost_exhortations/documents/hf_jp-
ii_exh_30121988_christifideles-laici.html 
 
69 LG, no. 31. 
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of the Church, Christ’s Body, all Christians are priests by participating in 

Christ’s priesthood, which makes all the baptized incorporated and configured 

to Christ.71  

LG clarifies the difference between the common and the ministerial 

priesthood, which are interrelated in their own particular ways. The ministerial 

priests exercise Christ’s priesthood in the name of all the people, particularly 

in the Eucharistic celebration. The faithful “exercise that priesthood in 

receiving the sacraments, in prayer and thanksgiving, in the witness of a holy 

life, and by self-denial and active charity.”72 Therefore, as the fruit of the 

Baptism, all Christians become other Christs (alter Christus) and act in the 

person of Christ (persona Christi).  

Rooted in Baptism and through the anointing of the Holy Spirit in the 

Sacrament of Orders, priests undergo a profound transformation into the 

likeness of Christ to offer spiritual sacrifices to God through, with, and in 

Christ. In essence, priests are bestowed with a distinctive character enabling 

them to act in the person of Christ (in persona Christi) to continue the ministry 

of Jesus Christ in the world.73 In their likeness to Christ, priests serve as 

visible signs of God’s love and instruments of divine mercy for humans.74  

 
70 CCC, 1591. 
 
71 CCC, no. 1272; Benedict M. Ashley, “The Priesthood of Christ, the Baptized, and the 
Ordained,” in The Theology of Priesthood, eds. Donald J. Goergen and Ann Garrido 
(Minnesota: The Liturgical Press, 2000), 151. 
 
72 LG, no. 10. 
 
73 PO, nos. 2, 12; LG, no. 22. 
 
74 RF, no. 40. 
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Pope John Paul II illustrates the intrinsic connection between the 

priesthood and Christ when he states: 

The priest finds the whole truth of his identity as a derivation, a specific 
participation in and continuation of Christ himself, the one high priest 
of the new and eternal covenant. The priest is a living and transparent 
image of Christ, the High Priest. The priesthood of Christ, the 
expression of his absolute ‘newness’ in salvation history, constitutes the 
one source and essential model of the priesthood shared by all 
Christians and the priest in particular. Thus, reference to Christ is the 
key to understanding the reality of the priesthood.75 
 

Participating in the one priesthood of Christ, according to the Second 

Vatican Council, the common priesthood of the faithful and the ministerial 

priesthood are interrelated. The ministerial priests are responsible for leading 

and guiding the people, acting in the person of Christ, especially in the 

Eucharist, and offering the sacrifice of the Eucharist to God in the name of all 

the people.  As the people of the royal priesthood, the faithful exercise their 

priesthood by joining in the offering of the Eucharist, receiving the 

sacraments, offering their prayer and thanksgiving, witnessing a holy life, and 

practicing self-denial and active charity.76 

4. Priesthood in the Holy Spirit and the Trinity 

The Gospels show that Jesus was under the guidance of the Holy Spirit 

during his life and his public ministry until his death and resurrection. In the 

Incarnation, Jesus became human flesh by the power of the Holy Spirit (cf. Mt 

1: 18; Lk 1: 34-35). In the Baptism, the Holy Spirit came upon Jesus (cf. Mk 

1: 10). In his public ministry, Jesus confirmed the word of Isaiah about him: 

“The Spirit of the Lord is upon me because he has anointed me to bring good 

 
75 PDV, no. 12. 
 
76 LG, no. 10. 
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news to the poor” (Lk 4: 18). In the Pascal Mystery, Jesus offered himself as 

the sacrifice through the eternal Spirit” (Heb 9: 14). The resurrection of Jesus 

was also the work of the Holy Spirit (cf. 1Pet 3: 18-19). 

On the first day of the Resurrection, Jesus appeared to his apostles and 

gave them the Holy Spirit (Jn 20: 22). Through this action, Jesus fulfilled the 

promise he made at the Last Supper: “When the Advocate comes, whom I will 

send to you from the Father, the Spirit of truth who comes from the Father, he 

will testify on my behalf” (Jn 15: 26). Particularly on Pentecost, the Holy 

Spirit arrived and transformed the apostles and gave them new life, strength 

and wisdom to preach the Good News to the peoples (cf. Acts 2: 1-4).  

Through the Paschal Mystery, Jesus established the people of the New 

Covenant  as LG describes: “Christ instituted this new covenant, the new 

covenant in His blood (cf. 1 Cor. 11:25), calling together a people made up of 

Jew and gentile, making them one, not according to the flesh but in the 

Spirit.”77 At the event of the Pentecost, the Holy Spirit has co-founded the 

Church. Since that time and through the actions of the Holy Spirit, Christians, 

the believers in Christ, have been transformed and sent to continue Christ’s 

mission. In that way, Yves Congar asserts, Christ and the Holy Spirit 

established and are animating the Church. Consequently, all activities and 

ministries in the Church must find their references to Christ and the Holy 

Spirit.78  

 
77 LG, no. 9. 
 
78 Yves Congar, I Believe in the Holy Spirit, vol. 2, trans. David Smith (New York: Crossroad, 
1997), 5–14. 
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Until the present the Church exists and operates not as a historical 

movement but as the result of an act of supernatural, divine grace. In other 

words, by the working of the Holy Spirit, Christ is alive and acting in the 

Church through different ministries and charisms. According to Yves Congar, 

“Charisms are gifts of nature and of grace given for the fulfillment of the 

mission of the Church.”79 At the same time, the Holy Spirit fosters 

communion among members of the Church, who have different charisms and 

ministries, to maintain her unity and diversity.80  Thus throughout the 

centuries, the Spirit continues to build up the Church with many ordained and 

lay ministers who find their vocation in communion with others. The Church 

continues the mission of Jesus with the help of the Holy Spirit, who is with the 

Church forever (cf. Jn 14: 16, 26). In other words, the Holy Spirit works in the 

life and ministry of the Church to gather God’s children together as one (cf. Jn 

11: 52).81  

Through Jesus Christ, the Lord, and the High Priest, all the baptized 

become the new people, a kingdom, and priests to God the Father (cf. 5: 1-5) 

by regeneration and the anointing of the Holy Spirit.82 Thus, by the grace of 

Baptism, priests and all Christians find their identity in the mystery of the 

Church, which is “the mystery of Trinitarian communion and missionary 

tension.”83 Pope John Paul II confirms the words of the Synod Fathers that, 

 
79 Congar, I Believe in the Holy Spirit, vol. 2, 26. 
 
80 Congar, I Believe in the Holy Spirit, vol. 2, 17. 
 
81 LG, no. 13. 
 
82 LG, no. 10.  
 
83 PDV, no. 12. 
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like every Christian identity, the priest's identity has its source in the Blessed 

Trinity. 84 

Coming from the mystery of God the Trinity, “the love of the Father, 

the grace of Jesus Christ, and the Holy Spirit's gift of unity,”85 priests strive 

with the whole Church to bring “all humanity and all its goods under Christ 

the Head in the unity of the Holy Spirit.”86 Therefore, priests become the “sign 

and instrument of Christ, of communion with God and of the unity of all 

humanity.”87 In short, as all Christians, priests participate in the Church's 

mission and continue Christ's mission, which is sent forth by the Father, in 

Jesus Christ,  “to live and work by the power of the Holy Spirit in service of 

the Church and for the salvation of the world.”88 Specifically, priests proclaim 

the Word of God, celebrate the sacraments, guide the Christian community in 

charity, intercede and care for the spiritual life of the faithful entrusted to 

them, and listen and welcome those who come to them while also responding 

to the demands and the critical questions of the time.89  

II. The Mission of Priests 

1. Priests and the Church 

Recognizing the diversity in the unity of the members of the Church, 

the Second Vatican Council writes:  

 
84 PDV, no. 12.  
 
85 PDV, no. 12.  
 
86 PO, no. 13. 
 
87 PO, nos. 7-8. 
 
88 PDV, no. 12. 
 
89 PDV, nos. 4-6, 12, 43. 
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As all the members of the human body, though they are many, form one 
body, so also are the faithful in Christ. Also, in the building up Christ's 
Body, various members and functions have their part to play. There is 
only one Spirit who, according to His own richness and the needs of the 
ministries, gives His different gifts for the welfare of the Church. What 
has a special place among these gifts is the grace of the apostles to 
whose authority the Spirit Himself subjected even those who were 
endowed with charisms. Giving the body unity through Himself and 
through His power and inner joining of the members, this same Spirit 
produces and urges love among the believers.90 

By the grace of Baptism, all Christians become members of the 

Mystical Body of Christ, the Church. Therefore, they find their identity in the 

mystery of the Church. 91 According to Saint Paul, as members of the Church, 

all Christians must manifest the gifts of the Holy Spirit to benefit the Church 

(cf. 1Cr 12:7). In other words, all the ministries in the Church are the gifts of 

the Holy Spirit, expressed through individuals, for the renewal and building up 

the Church.92 All ministries and charisms are intertwined because they are the 

gifts of the Holy Spirit for the world's salvation. All belong to the new People 

of God.93 

From the perspective of the diversity and unity of members of the 

Church, the nature and mission of priests must be understood within the 

context of communion in the Church. Priests consecrate their lives for the 

service of the Church.94 Julian Herranz Casado describes the priestly image as 

outlined in Presbyterorum ordinis: “Priests are members of the People of God, 
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91 PDV, no. 12. 
 
92 LG, no.  13; Thomas F. O’Meara, “The Ministry of Presbyters and the Many Ministries in 
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chosen from among other members with a particular call (vocation), in order 

to be consecrated by a special sacrament (consecration) and sent (mission) to 

perform specific functions in service to the People of God and to all 

humanity.”95 In other words, priests participate in the mission of the Church 

with their distinct function according to the divine grace of the Holy Orders. 

In the ecclesiastical context, priesthood is not a mere role or function, 

but a precious gift God presents to the Church and the world.96 In the words of 

Pope John Paul II, the priesthood finds its essence only in the service of the 

Church.97 Therefore, priests must have Christ’s feelings and attitudes, 

including empathy, compassion, and selflessness, for the Church as they 

exercise their ministry.98 Within the Church, priests serve as ministers of 

God’s Word and provide sanctification through the Sacraments and the 

Eucharist. They are also guides and educators of God's people. 

2. Ministers of the Word of God 

Sent by the Father, Jesus, the Word of God, is the foremost Preacher of 

the Good News (cf. Lk 4: 18) so that his earthly ministry is defined by the 

proclamation of the kingdom of God (cf. Mk 1:38) as the ultimate purpose of 

His public ministry.99 Entrusting His Apostles with the continuation of this 

 
95 Julian Herranz Casado, The Image of the Priest in the Decree Presbyterorum ordinis: 
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sacred task, Jesus commands them to spread the Gospel to every corner of the 

earth (cf. Mk 16: 15; Acts 1: 8). Thus, the Church received from Christ the 

mission of preaching the Gospel to the world. As disciples of Jesus, all 

Christians are the ministers of the Word of God.100  

In the patristic tradition, bishops bear the paramount responsibility of 

preaching the Gospel since they are the successors of the apostles. LG states: 

“Among the more important duties of bishops that of preaching of the Gospel 

has an eminent place.”101 These words can be applied to priests, who, as co-

workers of bishops, are charged with proclaiming the Gospel of God as their 

primary duty. Lumen gentium also affirms: “Priests are consecrated to preach 

the Gospel.”102  

The Second Vatican Council emphasizes the foundational truth that the 

unity of the people of God is deeply rooted in the living Word of God, which 

gathers the people into the Church and builds up the Church.103 PO 

acknowledges the rightful expectation of the faithful to encounter the living 

Word of God through their priests. Thus, it points out the profound 

responsibility of priests, who stand as debtors to humanity, to proclaim the 

truth of the Gospel.104 Steven Vincent DeLeers observes that the contemporary 
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people of God yearn for impactful preaching of the Word of God to satisfy 

their spiritual hunger.105 

As ministers of the Word of God, priests should not use only their 

understanding but instead draw upon the eternal wisdom of the Word of 

God.106 Joseph Ratzinger notes that priests are not mere spokespeople for 

themselves; instead, they become the voices of Christ.107 Their preaching 

should be deeply nourished and guided by the Sacred Scriptures and the Holy 

Tradition in the Holy Spirit. To achieve this goal, priests need to immerse 

themselves in the Scriptures through consistent sacred reading and diligent 

study of the Bible in the authentic tradition of the Church. Priests must be 

receptive listeners of the Word by allowing it to resonate deeply within their 

hearts.108  

Using the words of Saint Augustine, DV warns priests not to become 

empty vessels that transmit the Word of God to others without internalizing its 

profound message.109 Similarly, Bishop Fulton Sheen compares the preacher 

without the Spirit of Christ to Gehazi, whom the prophet Elisha sent to revive 

a dead person. Although Gehazi held the prophet’s staff, no miracle happened. 

The power was not in the staff but in the hands that held it. Fulton Sheen 

concludes that priests “may hold the Scriptures of the Lord in the pulpit…, but 
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no souls are saved.”110 The Word of God does not stay alive in those priests 

whose preaching is powerless. 

To become the voices of Christ, priests must live in an intimate 

relationship with Christ. Jesus sent the disciples to transmit his message of 

love to the world. So, they must first experience Jesus by being with Him (cf. 

Jn 1: 38-39). Through the experience of living with Jesus, the Apostles are 

eye-witnesses and ear-witnesses. Likewise, as witnesses of Christ, priests 

should not preach of Christ as an abstract idea but as a personal experience 

that they have had for a long time. Thus, Joseph Ratzinger writes: “To be with 

him [Christ] – that is the first and fundamental component of the priestly 

vocation.”111 

Through their encounter with Christ, priests enter into the union with 

Christ, which nurtures the fundamental unity between priests and Christ. In 

this encounter, priests undergo a profound transformation. In the words of St. 

Paul, each priest should state: “It is no longer I who live, but Christ lives in 

me” (Gal 2:20). Or in the words of John the Baptist: “He must increase, and I 

must decrease” (Jn 3:30). Only in the union of Christ, do priests, as the voice 

of Christ, fulfill their mission of transmitting the Word faithfully and then 

disappear.112 

3. Ministers of Sanctification through the Sacraments and the Eucharist 
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In the Holy Scriptures, God unveils God’s ineffable and transcendent 

holiness, declaring: “I am holy” (Lv 11: 44) and extending the divine call for 

God’s people to embody holiness (cf. Lv 11:45; 19:2). All holiness comes 

from God who sanctifies humans (cf. 1 Tx 5: 23). Because of God’s intangible 

holiness, people must maintain a respectful distance to keep their lives (cf. Ex 

19: 10-12; 24: 1-2; 33: 20). Thus, Moses and the Jewish priests became 

mediators between humanity and God. Through ritual consecration, the priests 

of the Old Testament were sanctified to offer sacrifices to God. They were 

required to be set apart from the ordinary people to minister before God (cf. 

Ex 28:1).  

Jesus is the Only Mediator between God and humans. Through His 

passion, death, and resurrection, Jesus sanctifies humanity, restoring its broken 

relationship with God. To continue His salvific act throughout the ages, Jesus 

instituted the Sacraments of Eucharist and Holy Orders at the Last Supper, 

commanding His disciples to “Do this in memory of me” (Lk 22: 19; 1Cr 11: 

25). Thus, according to Presbyterorum ordinis, “God … has willed to take 

humans as allies and helpers to become humble servants in his work of 

sanctification.”113 By the Sacrament of Holy Orders, priests are consecrated by 

God to share in Christ’s priesthood and to perform the sacred duties of Jesus’s 

priesthood in liturgy.114  

The mission of priests is to facilitate the ongoing work of Christ's 

redemption and sanctification through the celebration of the sacraments, 

particularly the Eucharist, in the person of Christ.115 As sharers of Christ’s 
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priesthood, priests baptize the new members of the Church, reconcile sinners 

with God and the Church, and give relief to the sick. Most importantly, priests 

celebrate the Eucharistic, which is the center of the assembly, with the 

faithful.116  

As ministers of sanctification, priests must continually foster the 

consecration and sanctification they have received through Baptism and Holy 

Orders. The Second Vatican Council calls priests to “mortify the works of the 

flesh in themselves and dedicate themselves completely to the service of 

people.”117 The Council Fathers also show that performing the sacred actions 

of the sacraments daily is the privilege of priests because they are set on the 

right course of perfection. In all circumstances, priests must foster union with 

Christ, strive to grow in holiness, and progress toward perfection in Christ (cf. 

Ep 4: 13). In the words of St. Paul, priests must offer up their bodies “as a 

living sacrifice, consecrated to God and worthy of His acceptance” (Rm 12:1).  

Being aware of their unworthiness, the ministers of sacramental grace 

also need God’s mercy and forgiveness by coming to Christ, the Good 

Shepherd, in the sacrament of Penance. The Council Fathers also encourage 

priests to carry out daily examinations of conscience to nurture “the essential 

conversion of heart to the love of the Father of mercies.”118 When priests 

recognize their weakness, they can sympathize with the people more easily 

(cf. Hr 5: 2). Whenever priests remember they are unworthy instruments of 
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God’s grace, they should refer to God for all the fruits of their ministry and 

acknowledge that: “We are unprofitable servants; we have done what we were 

obliged to do” (Lk 17: 10). 

4. Guides and Educators of God’s People 

According to the Second Vatican Council, priests play a crucial role as 

leaders and guides among the people of God. PO states: “Priests exercise the 

function of Christ as Pastor and Head in proportion to their share of 

authority.”119 The Decree sees the functions of father and teacher as 

preeminent and essential in the ministry of priests.120 More concretely, LG 

describes the function of priests to be the co-workers of bishops, to gather the 

family of God and to lead it in Christ through the Holy Spirit to God the 

Father.121  

However, the Council Fathers remind priests of the power and 

authority they received to build up the Church. They should not be dictators 

among the people (cf. Pt 5: 2-3) but should treat everyone with the greatest 

kindness.122 Among the people, priests are not superiors because, along with 

all the faithful, priests are disciples of Jesus. Following the example of Jesus, 

the priests are called to serve, not to serve (cf. Mt 20:28). Priests are brothers 

among brothers (cf. Mt 23:8) and members of the Church. With all the 

faithful, priests are responsible for building up the Church.123 
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With the spirit of humility and sincerity, priests are instructors of the 

people in faith, leading them in the Holy Spirit to develop their vocations 

fully.124 Specifically, priests guide the faithful in active participation and 

deeper engagement in the sacred liturgy, especially the Sacraments of 

Eucharist and Reconciliation. Priests also encourage people to come to the 

Holy Eucharist with the sacrifice of their own lives. Furthermore, priests must 

be available to hear confessions and help people to confess their sins with 

contrite and repentant hearts. Overall, priests must inspire their community to 

cultivate a more profound and steadfast spirit of prayer.125  

Through their homilies at the Eucharistic celebrations, priests have 

good opportunities to guide the people in faith and morality in the light of 

God’s Word. As spiritual fathers in parish families, by their words and deeds, 

priests empower individuals to live out their faith practically in charity, 

fostering a flourishing spiritual life within families and communities. Through 

parish pastoral activities, priests help the faithful nurture a sense of community 

and build an authentic Christian community in collaboration with others.126 

Priests are responsible for caring for all the people entrusted to their 

pastoral care through various apostolic ministries that extend beyond the 

pulpit, attending to the diverse needs of their community, including children, 

youth, married couples, parents, religious brothers and sisters, the sick, and the 

dying.127 Furthermore, as spiritual directors in schools and other institutions in 
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their parishes, priests provide spiritual formation, spiritual direction, retreats, 

and other activities to deepen the spiritual lives of the people. Additionally, 

priests serve as steadfast guides during life’s most challenging times.128 In 

other words, the ministry of priests is also the ministry of fatherhood in the 

community.129 

In serving the community as guides and educators, priests must respect 

the lay faithful's specific role and encourage the entire community’s 

participation, especially in the Sacred Liturgy, parish organizations, and 

administration. Parish priests should become the signs and servants of the 

ecclesial community, part of the living unity of the Church.130 To collaborate 

with the people, priests have to be mature in their personality so that they can 

“know the depths of the human heart, perceive difficulties and problems, make 

meetings and dialogue easy, create trust and cooperation, to express serene 

and objective judgments.”131  

Being mature is the condition for being fruitful in pastoral ministry. 

Priests should mold their personality “to become a bridge and not an obstacle 

for others in their meeting with Jesus Christ, the Redeemer of humanity.”132 

 
128 Congregation for the Clergy, “Concluding Message to all Prietsts in the World,” 
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Pope Francis reminds priests to overcome every form of self-promotion or 

emotional dependency to become ambassadors of communion, mission, and 

dialogue.133 

For priests to fulfill their priestly ministry as guides and educators of 

God’s people, their personal spiritual life is essential. Concretely, priests must 

maintain a constant and personal friendship with Christ to reach great interior 

freedom.134 Hence, “They are capable of loving people with a heart which is 

new, generous and pure – with genuine self-detachment, with full, constant 

and faithful dedication and at the same time with a kind of ‘divine jealousy’ 

(cf. 2 Cor 11:2) and even with a kind of maternal tenderness.”135  

III. Spirituality of Priesthood 

1. Spirituality of Priesthood: Life in the Spirit  

Sandra Schneiders defines spirituality as the “particular actualization 

of the capacity for self-transcendence that is constituted by the substantial gift 

of the Holy Spirit establishing a life-giving relationship with God in Christ 

within a believing community.”136 Applying this definition, the spirituality of 

priesthood is understood as life in the Holy Spirit, whose gifts transform and 

sanctify priests to be capable of actualization with the special grace of the 
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‘Presbyterorum ordinis’ (November 20, 2015), accessed September 30, 2023, 
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Sacrament of Holy Orders to live in an intimate relationship with God in 

Christ and serve the Church community with priestly ministries.  

The spiritual life of Christians is the life in the Holy Spirit because, 

according to Saint Paul, God’s Spirit dwells in them (cf. (1 Cor 3:16–17; 6:19; 

2 Cor 6:16; Rom 8:9; Eph 2:19–22), to help them recognize Jesus as the Lord 

(cf. Cr 12:3) and to pray according to the patterns of Jesus’s prayers.137 

Moreover, the Holy Spirit liberates the faithful (cf. 2Cr 3:17) and makes the 

faithful children of God, members, and coheirs with Christ (cf. Rom 8:14–17; 

Jn 1:12; 1 Jn 3:1–3). Thus, according to Yves Congar, the Holy Spirit is the 

principle of the Christian life, a holy life under the rule of the Holy Spirit 

(Rom 7:6; 8:2; Gal 5:16ff.).138 

In addition, as are all Christians, priests are called to be holy by the 

sanctification of the Holy Spirit (cf. 2Thes 2: 13; 1Thes 4: 7-8). Fulton Sheen 

reminds priests that they are not automatically holy, but the Holy Spirit helps 

them become more priestly daily. To live in the Holy Spirit, the priests need to 

strive for holiness daily by the grace of the Holy Spirit, who takes things of 

Christ and reveals them to us, bringing to remembrance all the words of Christ 

(cf. Jn 16: 14; 14: 26).139  
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The Holy Spirit also helps priests be conscious of sin in themselves 

and the world (cf. Jn 16:8) and reminds them about the love and forgiveness of 

God, which is much greater than human sins. In other words, in the spiritual 

life, the Holy Spirit leads priests into conversion (metanoia) to become new 

creatures in Christ. Then, filled with the Holy Spirit, priests can become the 

burning bush (cf. Ex 3:2) with the fire of the Spirit of Christ. Priests who have 

experienced metanoia are zealous in exercising pastoral charity with the love 

they experienced in the Holy Spirit. As a result, the power of the Holy Spirit in 

the priests will bear fruits, that is, the conversion of the people.140 

2. Spirituality of Priestly Ministry 

Through consecration and configuration to Christ in the Sacrament of 

Holy Orders, priests become ministers of Christ to continue His mission in the 

person of Christ. Therefore, Pope John Paul II reminds priests to remember, 

renew, and deepen their awareness of being ministers of Jesus Christ. The 

Pope also emphasizes that the spiritual growth of priests comes from their 

engagement in priestly ministry.141 As representatives of Christ acting in His 

name, priests are called to strive for sanctity by exercising their ministerial 

functions as PO affirms: “Priests will acquire holiness in their own distinctive 

way by exercising their functions sincerely and tirelessly in the Spirit of 

Christ.”142  
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According to Stephen Rossetti, diocesan priests, living in the world as 

they do, encounter the danger of being converted to a completely secular 

perspective. They are tempted to lose the Gospel vision and become slaves of 

materialistic and worldly values.143 Spiritual practices deepen the personal 

relationship with Jesus Christ, which is essential to priests to help them focus 

on the Gospel vision in their daily activities. Because priests continue the 

ministry of Jesus, they should have Jesus as their close friend. With that 

closeness with Jesus, priests represent the presence of Jesus and his Church.144  

In addition, the spiritual life of priests is the foundation and is the most 

essential for their ministry and pastoral care for the faithful.145 Christ must be 

the primary agent behind every pastoral activity, ensuring its fruitfulness, 

because priests act in the person of Christ.146 Moreover, priests find the divine 

grace and strength required to carry out their pastoral works effectively in the 

relationship with Christ.147 At the same time, the spiritual life helps priests 

become increasingly valuable instruments in serving all of God's People. 

Priests should remember that any pastoral initiative, missionary program, or 

effort of priests that ignores the importance of spiritual life rooted in prayer, 

reflection, and communion with God is doomed to failure or to be superficial 

and ineffectual.148 
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3. Spirituality of the Eucharist in Priestly Life 

Popes John Paul II and Benedict XVI stress the intrinsic relationship 

between priesthood and the Eucharist, deeply rooted in the words of Jesus: 

“Do this in memory of me” (Lk 22:19). At the Last Supper, Jesus established 

both the Eucharist and the priesthood simultaneously.149 According to John 

Paul II, the very essence of the Eucharist gives rise to the priesthood. In 

essence, the Eucharist is the central raison d'être of the sacrament of 

priesthood.150 Thus, Pope John Paul II affirms: “There can be no Eucharist 

without the priesthood, just as there can be no priesthood without the 

Eucharist.”151 In his Encyclical Ecclesia de Eucharistia, John Paul II 

eloquently states, “If the Eucharist is the center and summit of the Church's 

life, it is likewise the center and summit of priestly ministry.”152  

The Second Vatican Council recognizes pastoral charity as the bond 

that unifies the life and ministry of priests. It further emphasizes that this 

pastoral charity finds its primary source in the Eucharistic Sacrifice, which 

thus becomes the very heart and foundation of the entire priestly existence.153 

Following the example of Jesus, who selflessly loves and offers His life for the 

Church selflessly through the sacramental symbol of the Eucharist, priests find 

the root of their whole life and ministry in the Eucharist. The ministerial 
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priesthood works and bears fruit in the Eucharist.154 Thus, priests strive to be 

identified with the sacrificial offering upon the altar by “penetrating more 

intimately through prayer into the mystery of Christ."155 

The Eucharist plays an unparalleled important role in the spiritual life 

of priests. The Eucharist is the focal point from which all spiritual blessings of 

the Church flow, inherently the source and summit of all evangelization 

efforts.156 Recognizing this importance, the Second Vatican Council 

recommends that priests should celebrate daily Holy Mass with proper 

preparation.157 The practice of thanksgiving and the regular visitation of the 

Blessed Sacrament throughout the day are chances for priests to encounter 

Jesus.158 In the Eucharist, the center of their lives and ministry, priests 

discover the spiritual strength essential for navigating their diverse pastoral 

responsibilities. As a result, “Their daily activity will thus become truly 

Eucharistic.”159 

To live a truly Eucharistic life, priests offer their entire lives as a living 

sacrifice (cf. Rm 12:1). Fulton Sheen understands “living” to be the continual 

sacrifice.160 Specifically, in the Eucharistic celebration, priests do not only 

offer Jesus’ sacrifice in persona Christi but participate in the sacrifice of 
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Jesus. In other words, in the Holy Mass, priests offer their whole lives in the 

union of Jesus’ sacrifice as the offering to God the Father for the salvation of 

humans. Thus, the Eucharistic celebration continues with the daily activities of 

priests and becomes the center of priestly life and ministry so that they carry 

the life of the Eucharistic Jesus into their own lives. 

4. Spirituality of Priestly Celibacy 

Priestly celibacy is an old tradition in the Roman Catholic Church, a 

condition for being ordained into the priesthood. This commitment allows 

priests to conform to Christ and dedicate themselves entirely to God and 

God’s people. Thus, celibacy is a profound expression of love and 

responsibility of a person who, leaving father and mother, follows Jesus in the 

service of the People of God.161 Pope Paul VI insists: "Celibacy sets the whole 

man on a higher level and effectively contributes to his perfection.”162 Priests 

demonstrate their commitment to Christian holiness and human salvation 

through joyful celibacy. 

In the modern world that is often consumed by temporal pursuits and 

distractions, priestly celibacy is a meaningful symbol and witness to God’s 

love and the eternal values of the Gospels.163 According to Stephen Rossetti, 

celibacy reminds the world that there are some things more important than 

genital sex, such as love, friendship, forgiveness, kindness, compassion, 

 
 
161 PDV, no. 29; Congregation for the Clergy, Directory Ministry and Life of Priests, no. 81. 
 
162 Paul VI, Sacerdotalis caelibatus (1967), no. 55, accessed October 1, 
2023. https://www.vatican.va/content/paul-vi/en/encyclicals/documents/hf_p-
vi_enc_24061967_sacerdotalis.html. 
 
163 Congregation for the Clergy, Directory Ministry and Life of Priests, no. 79; Benedict XVI, 
Sacramentum Caritatis, no. 24.  



 

 51 
 
 

etc…164 Celibacy is the way of living priesthood faithfully and joyfully. In 

contrast, violating the promise of celibacy slowly destroys the sense of priestly 

vocation.165 

Though psychology and human sciences can explain certain aspects of 

priesthood and celibacy, in the end, both priesthood and celibacy are rooted in 

a spiritual life and in a relationship with God.166 Priestly celibacy is not only a 

juridical bond according to canon law but an essential part of priestly 

spirituality, the way priests give up their instinct to follow Christ. Thus, 

consecrated to Christ in the sacrament of Holy Orders, priests recognize that 

celibacy is not an unbearable burden but a gift from God. At the same time, 

embracing celibacy with joyful hearts, priests become gifts for the Church.167  

Moreover, according to PO, priestly celibacy signifies pastoral 

charity.168 Following the example of Jesus who loves the Church (cf. Ep 5: 25-

27), priests dedicate themselves more freely to the service of God and 

humanity.169 With wholehearted and undivided hearts of celibacy, priests love 

God and the Church above all things. Celibacy also helps priests enter a 

profound union with Christ that is manifested in priestly celibacy, a selfless 

love for God and others.170  
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Amidst the secular world, priests face temptations and dangers to their 

priesthood, particularly celibacy, because of the human nature of priests. The 

Congregation for the Evangelization of People advises priests to strive daily to 

embrace the perfect charity of celibacy, using these three means. First, they 

must be sincere with God and their conscience, which guarantees supernatural 

help. Second, they need to use normal means, such as prayer, total dedication 

to Christ, entrusting to Mary, mortification, and self-control. They may need 

the help of experts and good friends and moderate their use of food, tobacco, 

and alcohol. Lastly, they should be wise in their relations with women.171 

According to Rossetti, one of the greatest motivations to live a celibate 

life is being touched by the love of God, which evokes a response of total and 

undivided love.172 Encountering the love of God kindles the desire to live a 

life focusing on God. Living a celibate life becomes a way of loving God at 

the highest level that is humanly possible. Thus, priestly celibacy fosters an 

intimate relationship with God. At the same time, the intimate relationship 

with God strengthens priests’ ability to live their celibate lives faithfully and 

fruitfully.  

Conclusion 

 Throughout history, priests have played a pivotal role in mediating 

between the divine and humanity. In the Old Testament, Israel, as God's 

chosen people, is referred to as a “kingdom of priests and a holy nation” (cf. 
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Ex 19:6). Within the twelve tribes, the tribe of Levi was set apart and 

consecrated for sacred temple duties. In the fullness of time, however, the 

Word of God became flesh (cf. Gal 4:4; Jn 1:14), and through the sacrifice of 

the Cross, Jesus Christ fulfilled and transcended the Old Testament priesthood. 

As the eternal High Priest, He embodied and perfected all that the Levitical 

priesthood prefigured, establishing a new and everlasting covenant. 

 
By participating in the Mystical Body of Christ through Baptism, all 

Christians participate in the priesthood of Christ. To continue the mission of 

Jesus, the Holy Spirit was given to transform and sanctify the Church. In the 

context of the mission of the Church, priesthood is understood as a vocation, 

among other vocations, to live in the Holy Spirit and to carry out ministerial 

priestly functions to serve the Church “in the effective proclaiming of the 

Gospel message, in bringing together and leading the Christian community, in 

the remission of sins, and in the celebration of the Eucharist.”173  

Like other spiritualities in the Church, the priesthood's spirituality is 

centered on life in the Holy Spirit, transforming priests into the likeness of 

Christ and equipping them to fulfill their sacred duties. The priesthood is 

uniquely connected to the Eucharist, from which priests draw their identity 

and find the spiritual strength needed for their pastoral mission. By celebrating 

the Eucharist, they are continually renewed and united with Christ's sacrifice. 

Additionally, by embracing the celibate life, priests dedicate their entire being 
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to the service of God and His Church, offering themselves fully for the 

salvation of souls and the mission of the Church. 

Thus, priests are essential in the life and mission of the Church, which 

demands that priests be mature in their humanity, be well-trained 

intellectually, and have pastoral skills and love. Priests must also be the men 

of God who have a deep spiritual life with personal experience of God’s love 

and are attentive to the guidance of the Holy Spirit to become like Christ in 

fulfilling their priestly ministry. Thus, priestly formation is essential in 

forming seminarians to become true disciples of Jesus and be like Christ. The 

next chapter will delve into the significance of spiritual formation as a critical 

component of priestly development. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

SPIRITUAL DIMENSION OF PRIESTLY FORMATION  

I. Spiritual Formation and Priestly Formation  

1. Priestly Formation: A Process of Integration and Conversion 

Priestly formation aims to configure seminarians and priests into the 

likeness of Christ, the High Priest, so they can act in the person of Christ.174 

According to CCC, through the Sacrament of the Holy Orders, and with 

special grace from the Holy Spirit, priests receive the great grace that 

transforms their human nature ontologically to become instruments and 

representatives of Christ for his Church and the world.175 The CCC places the 

Holy Orders side by side with Baptism and Confirmation, in which “Christ's 

office is granted once and for all […] confers an indelible spiritual character 

and cannot be repeated or conferred temporarily.”176 Pope John Paul II 

compares the transubstantiation of the bread and wine in the Eucharist into the 

Body and Blood of Christ with the consecration of the Sacrament of the Holy 

Orders, which transforms the humanity of the candidates into the likeness of 

Christ.177  
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Because God’s grace is built in human nature, the grace of 

sanctification needs collaboration from humans. The human nature of priests, 

with its strengths and weaknesses, remains the same after ordination. Thus, the 

candidates for priesthood need to be prepared through their formation in the 

seminary for their transformation and configuration into the likeness of Christ. 

Priestly formation continues Christian formation, which started when the 

candidates received Baptism. In the seminary, these candidates for the 

priesthood are given more than philosophical and theological knowledge 

together with pastoral skills. More importantly, priestly formation leads 

seminarians and priests to undergo a critical transformation that lasts the 

whole priestly lives. In short, priestly formation begins with Baptism and 

continues throughout life as a continuous conversion process.178  

According to Pope Francis, priestly formation is essential for nurturing 

and cultivating mature vocations to bear mature fruits for the Church.179 

Priestly formation aims to prepare future pastors who dedicate their lives to 

the service of the Church.  Like Christ, who was consecrated and sent into the 

world for the salvation of humanity (cf. Jn 10: 36), priests who share in 

Christ's priesthood are consecrated for the world’s salvation. Through the life 

and ministry of priests, the redemptive work of Christ is alive in the liturgical 

life of the Church.180 Priesthood is crucial in the life and ministry of the 

Church as a divine gift for the individual and the Church. Thus, the Church is 
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responsible for nurturing and developing priestly vocations through a 

comprehensive process and severe formation journey.181  

Seminary formation ensures the authenticity of the priestly vocation of 

the candidates and their maturity and readiness to respond to the divine call. 

Seminarians should understand that the priesthood is not a career or 

professional but a vocation and a charism to reach Christian holiness and serve 

the Church uniquely, following Christ, the High Priest. Therefore, Christ must 

be the model for seminarians during the stages of their priestly formation and 

for priests throughout their lives. Especially through their comprehensive 

priestly formation, seminarians are guided to integrate all aspects of their 

personality into Christ, to become like Christ, and to continue Christ’s mission 

as the shepherd, the head, and the servant of the Church, through their pastoral 

ministry in the parishes.182 

Priestly formation is a lifelong process that is divided into two 

main interconnected phases: initial and ongoing. Initial formation starts with 

the propaedeutic period, followed by seminary formation, including the

discipleship stage (philosophical studies) and the configuration stage 

(theological studies). Upon completion of their seminary training, seminarians 

enter the “pastoral stage” or “stage of vocational synthesis.” The initial 

formation ends with ordination. Then, ongoing formation continues the initial 

formation during the whole priestly life.183 Thus, it is crucial to consider that 
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priestly formation does not end with seminary graduation or ordination. Each 

formative stage has particular goals that connect with the previous and 

following stages to form a comprehensive and lifelong process of formation.  

Every priestly formative stage comprises four key dimensions: human, 

spiritual, intellectual, and pastoral. Each dimension relates to different aspects 

of the priestly life. The human dimension is crucial as the foundation of 

priestly life, which requires balance and a mature personality. The spiritual 

dimension, which helps priests nurture their intimate relationship with God, 

shapes the quality of priestly ministry. The intellectual dimension provides the 

rational tools for pastoral ministry and daily life. The pastoral dimension 

allows priests to be fruitful in their service through their pastoral skills and 

charity. All are intertwined, assisting seminarians to grow and to integrate all 

aspects of humanity into their vocation. According to the Congregation for the 

Clergy, these four dimensions have only one purpose: “transforming” or 

“assimilating” the heart in the image of the heart of Christ.184  

With that view of priestly formation as the configuring of the 

seminarians to Christ, the seminary is more than a school but is a community 

that both “mediates integral formation (conversion) and supports the 

seminarians who suffer such integration.”185 Through this type of formation, a 

process of integration and conversion, seminarians encounter Jesus Christ with 

His salvific and liberating love. Through the mystical union with Christ, 

seminarians are identified with Christ, whom they love and follow. 
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Archbishop Patron Wong sees priestly formation as a mystical process that 

reaches fulfillment through priestly ordination. However, priestly formation 

demands the counterpart of ascetical practice, which prepares people to 

receive and develop God’s grace.186 Thus, spiritual formation plays a crucial 

role in priestly formation as the ongoing process of integration and conversion.  

2. Spiritual Formation in Priestly Formation 

Priestly formation continues Christian formation, which is rooted in 

baptism and extends throughout life.187 Thus, the Congregation for the Clergy 

compares the journey of priestly formation to a spiritual pilgrimage.188 

Through spiritual formation, seminarians enter a spiritual journey under the 

guidance of the Holy Spirit to discover who God is and who they are. By 

pursuing a priestly vocation, the seminarians discover God's will for them and 

how to fulfill that calling: to reach holiness in priestly ministry. So, spiritual 

formation is crucial for seminarians in nurturing an intimate experience with 

God. Therefore, it is necessary for seminaries to pay particular attention to 

spiritual formation and its integration with other formation dimensions.189 

Spiritual formation is crucial in seminary formation because the 

spiritual dimension is essential for priests. The spiritual life is the core of the 

priest’s life, “which unifies and gives life to his being a priest and acting as a 
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priest.”190 Hence, spiritual formation must be “the heart of seminary life and 

the center around which all other aspects are integrated.”191 Because spiritual 

formation is its foundation, a seminary is not considered a school or college in 

the sense of being a secular sense of schooling or job training.192 Instead, the 

formation programs in the seminary, with the collaboration of the formators, 

should promote an effective integral formation of seminarians, including 

spiritual, human, pastoral, and intellectual elements. Integration means 

forming the whole person of future priests and internalizing all activities in the 

seminary. 

Spiritual formation in the seminary is more than providing some 

religious and devotional activities. Instead, the purpose of spiritual formation 

is to nourish and sustain communion with God and others in friendship with 

Jesus and with obedience to the Holy Spirit.193 In other words, spiritual 

formation leads seminarians to enter into a personal intimate relationship with 

the Holy Trinity, the foundation of discipleship and conversion, transforming 

their hearts with generous and sacrificial love oriented to their brothers and 

sisters.194 Therefore, spiritual formation helps seminarians experience God’s 

love and stimulates and nourishes pastoral charity, which is necessary for their 

future pastoral works.195  
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To cultivate an intimate communion with God, seminarians need to 

learn the importance of silent prayer and contemplation and listen attentively 

to God's voice in their hearts under the guidance of the Holy Spirit. Thus, the 

seminary must maintain external and internal silence to ensure a suitable 

environment for prayer. Moreover, it is necessary for seminarians to know 

how to arrange their daily activities so that they have special moments for God 

with a complete orientation towards God. Their God-oriented hearts are 

expressed through a profound stillness of the soul, seeking all things from Him 

alone (unum necessarium) (cf. Luke 10:42).196 Recollection and retreats are 

crucial in providing seminarians with personal and private space and time for 

intimately encountering God. In summary, seminarians are guided to nurture 

ascetic interiority, the mystical identities of Christ, and interior silence to 

integrate the four formation dimensions.197  

Moreover, it is necessary for seminarians to encounter the teachings of 

the Church’s official prayers and the wisdom of Christian spiritual masters.198 

This encounter reminds seminarians that their formation in prayer must 

harmonize with the rule of faith (Lex orandi, lex credendi). Thus, seminarians 

must immerse themselves in the lives and teachings of the Doctors of the 

Church, the saints, and spiritual masters. As the Sacred Congregation for 

Catholic Education recommends, every seminary needs to establish a policy 

regarding the reading of great spiritual writers that should be included in the 
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seminary curriculum.199 Another helpful practice is for seminarians to share 

with each other under the guidance of formators about what they learn from 

the treasury of prayer traditions in the Church and how to apply it to their 

personal prayer.  

Priests must be experts in prayers, meaning that they have personal 

experience of encountering God to assist others in prayer and spiritual life. 

Through deep intimacy with the Lord, seminarians acquire interior knowledge 

of the Lord, which encourages them to love and follow him.  Therefore, the 

seminary must be the school of prayer where seminarians learn how to enter 

into an intimate personal relationship with God, cultivating a rich interior life. 

Spiritual formation helps seminarians discover that prayer is not a burdensome 

obligation but a joyful privilege of encountering God intimately. Even more 

importantly, under the guidance of seminary formators and spiritual directors, 

seminarians establish personal rules and methods of prayer, cultivating private 

prayer as a priority in their daily schedule.200  

The Program for Priestly Formation (6th edition) proposes essential 

seminary practices to nourish seminarians' spiritual life. For daily activities, 

the seminarians need to participate in the Eucharist, the Liturgy of the Hours, 

Bible reading (lectio divina), personal meditation, personal and communal 

devotions (such as Eucharistic Adoration, and devotions to the Sacred Heart, 

the Blessed Mother, etc.). In addition, the seminarians are encouraged to come 

regularly to the Sacrament of Penance and spiritual direction to nurture a life 

of discernment. Seminarians are guided to practice asceticism and penance, 
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obedience, celibacy, simplicity of life, reconciliation, solidarity, and solitude, 

besides praying with the Fathers of the Church and integrating apostolic 

dimensions into prayer. The seminary also organizes retreats and days of 

recollection to help seminarians experience personal encounters with God in 

solitude, to evaluate the past, and plan for the future. Spiritual formation in the 

seminary aims to establish the foundation for a lifetime of ongoing spiritual 

formation in priestly ministry.201  

II. Spiritual Formation and Other Dimensions in Priestly Formation 

1. Spiritual Formation and the Human Dimension 

The CCC defines the human person as “a being at once corporeal and 

spiritual.”202 All humans experience the tension between their spiritual and 

corporeal parts. Created in the image of God for eternal life, human beings are 

invited to transcendence. However, at the same time, they “remain internally 

vulnerable and dramatically exposed to the risk of failing in their vocation.”203 

Through Baptism, humans become beloved children of God. But they still live 

in the world and are influenced by material things. Thus, as with other 

Christian vocations, the priestly vocation involves an extraordinary and 

demanding synergy of human and spiritual dynamics.204 Humans cannot 

escape from psychobiological rules that influence them. Maintaining the 
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balance and harmony between the spiritual and the human dimensions is 

necessary to ensure human and spiritual maturity.  

Human formation is crucial in priestly formation as the foundation of 

other dimensions, especially the spiritual dimension.205 In seminaries 

formators have the responsibility to help seminarians “to integrate the aspects 

of humanity, under the influence of the Holy Spirit, in a journey of faith and of 

gradual and harmonious maturity.”206 Spiritual maturity cannot be separated 

from human maturity. They are interrelated and connected to each other. 

Therefore, Pope John Paul II advises those who want to know themselves 

better to draw near Christ to appropriate the mysteries of the Incarnation and 

Redemption.207 Hence, the seminary's integrated spiritual and human 

formation program helps seminarians reach their Christian vocation and 

human maturity.  

Sufficient human formation helps seminarians grow integrally in all 

human dimensions, including the physical, psychological, and moral aspects, 

ensuring that seminarians can function competently in ordinary situations with 

“freedom, openness, honesty and flexibility, joy and inner peace, generosity 

and justice, personal maturity, interpersonal skills, common sense, aptitude for 

ministry, and growth in moral sensibility and character.”208 Through human 

formation, seminarians know themselves better, are personally responsible, 
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and are mature in their relationships with others. Especially in the context of 

the digital age, their human formation guides seminarians in using social 

media and communication technologies wisely to preach the Good News and 

promote Gospel values.209 Hence, their human formation builds the foundation 

of human virtues and relational abilities required for future priests, men of 

communion.210  

The Congregation for the Clergy defines the seminary as the school of 

humanity and faith to emphasize the connectedness of spiritual and human 

formation in priestly formation.211 Human formation aims to nourish a healthy 

and mature personality with self-awareness and sound personal identity, 

establishing a secure basis for spiritual life.212 Spiritual formation also leads 

humans to their completion or fulfillment because humans are spiritual 

beings.213 Spiritual formation also cultivates the virtues of prudence and sound 

judgment based on human reason and divine revelation. Both virtues play 

crucial roles in developing the capacity of discernment in future priests so that 

they can perceive the reality of human life through the lens of the Spirit.214  

Spiritual and human formations help seminarians navigate a 

secularized world’s challenges. In today’s world, seminarians are called to 

recognize and address the pitfalls of spiritual worldliness, which include 
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human problems, such as an excessive focus on personal appearance, a false 

sense of disciplinary certainty, self-centeredness, authoritarian attitudes, the 

desire to exert control over others, individualistic tendencies, an unwillingness 

to listen to others, and the pursuit of personal advancement or careerism.215 

Human formation helps seminarians to be mature in the face of these 

problems. It also contributes to their awareness of both the positive and 

negative aspects of modern social trends. Spiritual formation likewise liberates 

them from particular internal inclinations and the ceaseless distractions of 

worldly affairs so that they can focus on the more valuable things of spiritual 

life.216  

Relationships with others, including God, are crucial in developing 

human persons. Through spiritual and human formations, seminarians learn to 

cultivate and integrate balanced, mature relationships with God and their 

neighbors. Spiritual formation develops a deep sense of human and spiritual 

serenity in seminarians, enabling them to engage authentically with others in 

communion and dialogue. Maturity in relationships with others is essential to 

help seminarians to live in celibacy. Through their spiritual and human 

formations, seminarians foster human relationships characterized by mutual 

respect, empathy, humility, solidarity, and a spirit of generosity and self-

sacrifice for others.217 Having a better mastery of both their weaknesses and 

their human and spiritual strengths, the seminarians can give themselves to 
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God with due awareness and freedom in responsibility towards themselves and 

the Church.218 

Spiritual formation in the seminary helps seminarians reach human 

maturity by integrating their personal experiences and histories into their 

spiritual lives. Through their ongoing conversion, they learn to direct their 

hearts and minds toward God daily by consistently engaging in spiritual 

practices, deepening their experiences in the growing trust in God, and their 

intimate personal relationship with Him.219 They learn to explain human 

problems within the spiritual dimension. Thus, through spiritual formation, 

seminarians undergo a process of inner transformation of their personalities, 

allowing them to grow in holiness with the foundation of human maturity.220 

It is necessary to use the psychological sciences in priestly formation 

to respond to seminarians’ emotional crises and personal issues so that they 

may advance in human maturity and development. The experts in the 

psychological sciences can assist the seminary formators, but psychological 

consultation must be consistent with the candidate’s moral and spiritual 

formation. Moreover, seminaries must be careful in accepting the 

psychological experts participating in seminary formation. To avoid potential 

conflicts in policies and practices, these experts should be distinguished for 

their sound human and spiritual maturity and share the Christian vision about 

the human person, sexuality, and vocation to the priesthood and celibacy.221  
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If necessary, the spiritual directors can suggest, but not demand, that 

the seminarians undergo psychological consultation. Afterward, they should 

inform the spiritual directors about the consultation results. The spiritual 

directors will consider the consultation results as the appropriate indications 

for the discernment of their competence and suitability and the advice they 

must give the seminarians, including whether to proceed on the path of 

formation.222 However, there is a distinction between spiritual direction and 

psychological consultation. Spiritual direction cannot be interchanged with or 

be replaced with forms of analysis or psychological assistance. 223  

2. Spiritual Formation and the Intellectual Dimension 

James Keating observes that it is common and natural for seminaries to 

emphasize studies, but it was not like that in the past.224 The intellectual 

dimension is important in the seminary because it equips seminarians with the 

knowledge of humans, the world, and God through their philosophical studies. 

In addition, theological studies give seminarians a comprehensive view of 

theological subjects based on Sacred Scriptures and Tradition, which connect 

with the history of humans and the world. Seminarians need to be serious 

about their studies. However, intellectual formation must be integrated with 

other dimensions so that seminarians can have a continuous conversation and 

configuration into the likeness of Christ. 
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Especially through their study of theology, seminarians encounter the 

Word of God not as some abstract idea, concept, or knowledge but as a person 

who is alive in the life of the Church. Seminarians must “acquire a personal 

knowledge of the Lord Jesus Christ, who is the fullness and completion of 

God’s revelation and the one Teacher.”225 Theology has God as its center and 

source. Therefore, theology aims to discern the truth of God from within an 

encounter with God.226 As a result of studying theology, seminarians enter an 

intimate dialogue and encounter with the Lord through the guidance of the 

Holy Spirit. Thus, the purpose of intellectual formation is not only to provide 

information and knowledge but also to assist with the conversion of 

seminarians. In other words, intellectual formation must nourish spiritual life. 

At the same time, spiritual life enlightens and clarifies knowledge and 

understanding from intellectual formation.227 

Hans Urs von Balthasar notes that theology originally consisted of the 

works of saints who encountered God in prayer and meditation. Balthasar calls 

it prayerful theology. Hence, theology is rooted in prayer. The fruit of 

theology is prayer.228 Similarly, Pope Benedict says, "Theology can develop 

only with the prayer that accepts God's presence and entrusts itself to him in 

obedience.”229 Therefore, intellectual formation in the seminary must fully 
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integrate into the spiritual dimension. The studies of philosophy and theology 

must bring seminarians closer to God, the Ultimate Truth, so that they build a 

personal relationship with God and become configured into the likeness of 

Christ. 

Intellectual formation in the seminary prepares future priests to be 

more effective in preaching and teaching the Faith. In other words, intellectual 

formation aims to prepare future priests for the preaching ministry, which is 

crucial in priestly life. Preaching the Good News is the mission of the Church 

following the command of Jesus (cf. Mk 16:15), which aims to call for the 

conversion (cf. Mt 4: 17; Acts 2: 38, 3: 19). However, to become the preachers 

of Good News and conversion, the preachers must themselves first grasp the 

Good News and undergo lifelong conversion. Therefore, the foundation for a 

lifetime of teaching and preaching is the conversion of mind and heart, which 

is the goal of intellectual formation.230 

Intellectual formation is not limited to providing knowledge but leads 

seminarians to an intellectual conversion that stimulates them to choose a 

different life and world and to take full responsibility for their lives.231 

According to Bernard Lonergan, intellectual conversion relates to moral and 

religious conversions, leading to a shift of mentality and applying to the whole 
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3 (August 1990), 225. 
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life.232 In other words, the intellectual formation should connect to other 

dimensions, assisting seminarians in knowing themselves better with human 

sciences and philosophical studies and preparing them for pastoral works with 

ecclesiastical subjects. In short, intellectual formation strongly influences and 

integrates the whole life of seminarians, resulting in an ongoing conversion. 

According to James Keating, it is common in seminaries, however, to 

separate the spiritual and intellectual dimensions, reflecting the secular 

academic world. Even the spiritual dimension is considered less important 

than academic achievement. For example, prayer times are scheduled for after 

the study period. Or, the voice of academics mutes all the voices of the other 

dimensions.233 Sometimes, philosophy and theology are approached as 

academic subjects without any connection to the seminarians’ lives. If there is 

no connection between intellectual and spiritual formation, there is no 

integration attained in the life of seminarians. Therefore, it is essential for 

seminaries to ensure that theology studies are approached with the correct 

method of spirituality.234  

Both philosophical and theological studies challenge seminarians to 

recognize contemporary problems, difficulties, tensions, and confusion in the 

Church and the world. Through the knowledge they learn in the seminary, 

seminarians must be able to explain the origins, analyze the phenomena, and 

seek the answers to these challenges.235 So, intellectual formation is not purely 
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academic training but must “be interrelated and integrated with spiritual and 

pastoral formation.”236 However, seminarians should not think that their 

studies aim to possess some useful things externally. In studying theology, 

they must instead understand and appreciate the internal structure of the faith 

as the ultimate element of theology by which they can respond to people’s 

questions.237 

In summary, intellectual formation provides seminarians with 

knowledge of philosophy, Scripture, and other aspects of sacred theology not 

as a mere science but as a means to develop their human and spiritual lives 

and prepare them for future pastoral ministry.238 The function of intellectual 

formation in the seminary is not to form scholars but to form shepherds of 

souls.239 Thus, intellectual formation in the seminary enables future priests to 

seek and contemplate the truth of God. Then they can share and communicate 

the mysteries of faith with others.240 In short, intellectual formation must be 

integrated with other dimensions, especially spiritual formation, aiming at 

intellectual conversion and transfiguration.   

3. Spiritual Formation and the Pastoral Dimension 

 
235 Katarina Schuth, “Priestly Formation after Pastores dabo vobis,” in Models of Priestly 
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In the secular world today, priesthood is easily reduced to careerism. 

Pastoral work is sometimes considered social work or religious service that 

responds to some spiritual needs of people. Many people think that priests are 

paid to fulfill some assigned tasks. Even some seminarians consider the 

priesthood a good job among other jobs they can choose. However, pastoral 

work in priestly ministry is totally different from social work because priests 

are shepherds of God’s people. Priests continue Christ’s pastoral charity in the 

apostolic work of the Church. In other words, through priests, Christ continues 

His salvation work in the Church, showing the Father’s love to humans. At the 

same time, priests invite people into communion with the Father through Jesus 

in the Holy Spirit.241  

Therefore, all the dimensions of priestly formation aim to prepare 

candidates for the priesthood to conduct their pastoral ministry following the 

model of our Lord Jesus Christ, teacher, priest, and shepherd.242 In other 

words, priestly formation, in its different aspects, must have a fundamentally 

pastoral character.243 Generally, the pastoral ministry of priests is understood 

as the duties of teaching, sanctifying, and governing, which are Christ’s 

ministries entrusted to the Apostles and their successors. However, more 

importantly, pastoral ministry bears witness to the truth of God’s love revealed 

in the Scriptures, especially through Jesus Christ. Hence, communion with 

God and pastoral activity are essentially connected. In short, pastoral 
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Seminary Journal 17, no. 2 (2011), 37. 
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formation aims to train priests to carry out pastoral ministry with pastoral 

charity, nourishing generous and sacrificial love in the hearts of seminarians 

through deep communion with Jesus in the Holy Spirit.244 

As the people's pastors following Christ the Good Shepherd, priests 

must carry Christ’s pastoral charity into all their daily activities. Christ’s love 

must occupy the priest’s whole life and person. Therefore, it is essential to 

integrate contemplative prayer with pastoral formation, which means that 

intimacy with Christ is not limited to liturgical celebrations, prayers, or other 

religious activities but extends to varied daily activities. Seminarians must be 

trained to meditate and reflect on their daily experiences and events through 

the lens of faith in reflective prayer. In short, spiritual formation helps 

seminarians recognize God’s presence in their pastoral works and the people 

they serve.245 As a result, seminarians can discern God’s will with an attentive 

and obedient spirit to respond to God’s call in concrete moments in their daily 

lives through selfless love.246 

To nurture pastoral charity in the hearts of seminarians, they need to 

encounter the Sacrament of Charity, the Eucharist. The Eucharistic celebration 

must be the summit and the source of priestly life and ministries.247 Therefore, 

seminarians must be aware of the essential and focal point that is the 

Eucharist. Generosity and sacrificial love in seminarians come from 

communion with God and others, "in friendship with Jesus the Good Shepherd 
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and with the attitude of obedience to the Holy Spirit.248 In spiritual formation, 

seminarians do not only learn about God’s love but experience God’s love, 

especially the Eucharist, which nurtures the pastoral spirit and charity as the 

foundation of the pastoral dimension in priestly formation. 

In pastoral ministry, priests must recognize God’s presence, especially 

in the little ones, the poor, and the aged. Priests must nourish the virtues of 

humility, poverty, and simplicity. At the same time, priests must nurture 

generous and sensitive hearts by imitating God’s generous love. These virtues 

are not only important for the fruitfulness of pastoral ministry but also lead 

priests to an intimate union with God through the people they encounter in 

their daily pastoral activities. In the seminary, seminarians must be trained to 

integrate their spiritual life with the pastoral dimension by carrying out their 

pastoral work in the contemplative spirit and with prayer.249 

Priests are commissioned to continue the mission of Christ through 

their pastoral works. In doing so, priests must become like Christ and have the 

mind of Christ. As shepherds and leaders in communities, priests are symbols 

of the loving presence of Christ. Thus, all formation dimensions aim to form 

seminarians into true shepherds of souls, which means “to stand with and for 

Christ in the community.”250 Priests need to understand that they are called to 

carry out the pastoral charity of Christ in the person of Christ. Therefore, in 

the seminary, formators help seminarians understand the nature of pastoral 

ministry in the spiritual dimension of the priesthood. In their spiritual 
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formation, by the grace of the Holy Spirit, seminarians undergo a radical 

transformation and configuration to become like Christ. When seminarians 

learn to have the mind of Christ, they are likely to overcome the temptations 

of abstraction in pastoral ministry, such as “self-promotion and excessive self-

assurance that make them spiritual accountants instead of good Samaritans.”251  

The mission of priests is to lead people to God through preaching and 

teaching. Priests worship God by celebrating the sacraments with the people. 

They lead people to prayer and in prayer. In other words, pastoral ministry 

brings their people to the intimacy of communion with God. Seminarians must 

always remember and strive to become ‘men of God’ as their first and 

foremost identity.252  

Spiritual formation integrates with pastoral formation in helping 

seminarians develop pastoral skills with knowledge and personal experience 

of God so that these seminarians can lead and guide people in genuinely 

encountering God in their spiritual lives. In short, together with the spiritual 

dimension, pastoral formation leads seminarians into a mystical union with 

God through personal experiences of God’s love. At the same time, 

responding to God’s love through carrying pastoral charity in shepherding 

God’s people, they follow the example of Christ, the Good Shepherd.253  

Conclusion 
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Priestly formation is the comprehensive process of forming 

seminarians into servant leaders in the Church, following the model of Jesus, 

the Good Shepherd. Priestly formation integrates essential dimensions in the 

priesthood: human, spiritual, intellectual, and pastoral. All essential 

dimensions are intertwined and interrelated to transform and transfigure 

persons of seminarians and priests into the likeness of Christ. Spiritual 

formation is built upon human formation and brings the human dimension to 

its fulfillment: union with God. Spiritual formation nourishes the spirit of 

prayer and contemplation in learning the sacred doctrine. The spiritual 

dimension is also the root of pastoral charity, which is essential in pastoral 

ministry. Thus, priestly formation is the conversion and transfiguration 

process, shaping seminarians and priests to become like Christ to carry out 

Christ’s pastoral ministry. The next chapter will explore the role of the 

spiritual dimension in discerning and nourishing priestly vocation and in 

stages of priestly formation from propaedeutic to lifelong ongoing formation. 
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CHAPTER FIVE  

CHALLENGES AND SUGGESTIONS FOR SPIRITUAL 

FORMATION AT HSS 

I. The Spiritual Formation at HSS 

1. Challenges  

Coming from rural areas, most PNG seminarians enter the seminary 

with insufficient knowledge of faith, the Bible, liturgy, and the catechism. 

Additionally, the quality of education in PNG, because English is the official 

language in PNG, is a critical challenge. Because many schools lack 

adequately trained teachers, teaching materials, libraries, and resources, most 

students who graduate from secondary school are still weak in analytical and 

critical abilities. Consequently, the propaedeutic seminaries focus more on 

academic remedial courses. Even though the PNG bishops decided to establish 

one extra year for spiritual formation (Spiritual Year), seminarians enter the 

discipleship stage with insufficient knowledge and experience of the spiritual 

life. For most seminarians, spiritual life is limited to basic religious activities, 

such as prayer, the Eucharist, adoration, confession, etc. Most seminarians 

have not yet incorporated a spiritual dimension into their lives, nor do they 

have personal discipline and routine of personal prayer in their spiritual lives. 

Thus, it is a big challenge for the spiritual formation program at HSS to 

strengthen the foundation of spiritual life and, at the same time, provide 

formation according to the stages in the seminary.  
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Another challenge for spiritual formation is the incorporation of 

spiritual dimensions with other dimensions, which requires collaboration 

among all the seminary formators. Priestly formation must be comprehensive 

and integrated. However, the HSS seminarians receive their intellectual 

formation at CTI, a separate institute. There is a common misunderstanding 

among seminarians that they come to HSS as a boarding house to study at CTI 

as a normal college like other colleges. Moreover, CTI accepts students who 

are neither seminarians nor religious, creating the feeling of studying at CTI as 

an academic institute rather than as a part of priestly formation. Most of the 

CTI lecturers are not members of the formation team of HSS. All these factors 

create a gap between the human, spiritual, and pastoral dimensions in the 

seminary and the intellectual formation at CTI. Thus, it is a challenge for the 

formator to help the seminarian integrate all dimensions, which leads to the 

conversion and formation of pastoral charity among seminarians. 

There are two stages of priestly formation at HSS: discipleship and 

configuration, with each one having different aims. However, the current 

formation program follows a single, integrated curriculum with two stages, 

particularly in spiritual formation. The seminarians undergo the same spiritual 

formation activities, retreats, and guidance regardless of their stage in the 

seminary process, in contrast to the guidelines outlined in the Ratio 

Formationis, which propose distinct programs for each stage to address 

seminarians’ unique needs and developmental milestones. It is difficult to 

accompany seminarians and pursue particular destinations according to 

formation stages if there is only a formation program for both stages. With a 

joint formation program, seminarians cannot see the formation purposes: to 
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become Jesus’ disciples and to configure to Jesus. The absence of separate 

programs for each stage poses challenges in addressing the specific spiritual 

maturity and pastoral skills required at different points in their formation 

journey.  

There is an imbalance between formation dimensions, with intellectual 

formation seemingly the dominant area in priestly formation. There are very 

clear and critical requirements for studying philosophy and theology. The 

Dean of Studies at CTI provides assessments in intellectual formation after 

every trimester and year, which is very helpful for seminarians and formators 

to know the situation of the seminarians. If seminarians fail to fulfill the 

requirements, they must retake the exam or even repeat the subject. However, 

there are no specific requirements nor assessments for each seminarian in 

spiritual formation every trimester and year. The Rector only writes general 

reports about seminarians and sends them to their Bishop. Spiritual formation 

is not considered as important as intellectual, and some seminarians do not 

take seriously forming their spiritual life as the crucial element for priestly life 

and ministry. 

2. Suggestions 

To ensure that the spiritual formation program is prepared to respond 

to the specific needs of seminarians, formators need to provide proper spiritual 

formation programs depending on the seminarians’ situation. In addition, the 

spiritual coordinator must show seminarians the crucial role of the spiritual 

life in Christian life, priestly life, and pastoral ministry. Therefore, from the 

very beginning of their start at the seminary, the spiritual formation program 

must provide a general and basic foundation of spiritual life and spiritual 
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activities, including the sacraments, methods of prayers, lectio divina, and 

spiritual direction. The spiritual formation program also needs to include 

liturgical formation and an introduction to the Scriptures that may be lacking 

in the previous stages. At the same time, formators should accompany 

seminarians to help them build their personal plans for spiritual life with daily, 

weekly, and monthly schedules and concrete aims. After the first year, 

seminarians must improve their spiritual life, as shown in the assessments, to 

follow up on the formation requirements of their discipleship stage. 

Formators must remind seminarians regularly about the nature and aim 

of priestly formation in the seminary: transforming persons into the likeness of 

Christ, the Good Shepherd. Seminarians should remember that they do not 

study philosophy and theology to become philosophers and theologians or 

because their studies are the requirement for ordination. Formators, especially 

the spiritual coordinators and directors, must assist seminarians in assimilating 

what they have learned and integrating the spiritual dimension and the other 

dimensions into their lives so as to shape their lives to follow the model of 

Christ. Moreover, it is essential for lecturers at CTI to teach philosophy and 

theology not as mere academic disciplines but as an important part of the 

formation of future priests. Lectures must guide seminarians in discovering the 

spiritual meaning in their studies and how to apply it to their present life and 

their future ministry. Spiritual formation nourishes the pastoral charity in the 

hearts of future priests as good shepherds. In short, integrating dimensions in 

information is essential in priestly formation, demanding the collaboration of 

formators in different areas.  
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Besides the common program for the seminary, it is necessary to have 

separate and specific formation programs for each stage. The spiritual 

formation program for the discipleship stage aims to guide seminarians to 

become Jesus’ disciples. Thus, formators help seminarians come to Jesus, stay, 

and learn from Him. To become disciples of Jesus, seminarians must have a 

personal experience of Jesus through prayer, meditation, and daily events. In 

addition, formators must guide seminarians to be open and docile to the Holy 

Spirit through reflection and the examination of conscience, leading them into 

conversion and transforming them into Christ's likeness. Moreover, to become 

Jesus’s disciples, seminarians are prepared to continue Jesus’ mission in their 

future pastoral ministry. In short, the spiritual formation program for the 

discipleship stage must focus on its aim: help seminarians become authentic 

missionary disciples of Jesus, cultivating a deep, personal relationship with 

Christ as Christ’s disciples. Then, in the configuration stage, the spiritual 

formation program must focus on assisting seminarians to become like Christ. 

The transformation or transfiguration results from an intimate encounter with 

Christ through contemplative prayer. Approaching the priesthood, particularly 

through preparing seminarians to receive the ministries of lector and acolyte, 

the spiritual formation program in this stage helps seminarians recognize that 

they are transformed to carry out the ministry of Jesus as priests. Therefore, 

they must strive to become the likeness of Christ, the Good Shepherd, in their 

thinking and lifestyle.  

Seminarians must consider their spiritual life as the process of 

transformation and configuration into the likeness of Christ. In other words, 

spiritual formation challenges seminarians to change their lives to become new 
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creatures in Christ. Thus, the spiritual formation program assists and facilitates 

seminarians in personally encountering God, which causes deep and strong 

influences in their lives. It is necessary for the spiritual director and spiritual 

coordinator to accompany seminarians to see the growth in their spiritual lives 

according to their personal situations with specific assessments and particular 

improvements. 

Assessment plays a vital role in the spiritual formation of seminarians, 

serving as a tool for growth, self-awareness, and discernment. It provides an 

opportunity to evaluate a seminarian’s progress in key areas of spiritual life. 

Through regular assessments, formators can identify strengths to be nurtured 

and areas requiring improvement, offering personalized guidance to support 

holistic development. The spiritual coordinator and director accompany 

seminarians personally to have a sufficient assessment. Those personal 

accompaniments must be deep and sincere encounters. Through 

accompaniment, formators may help seminarians evaluate their spiritual 

growth with the challenges and difficulties. The formator can provide 

appropriate guidelines and advice for each seminarian. Through this personal 

dialogue, the spiritual coordinator must be the best spiritual friend for 

seminarians, listening to and understanding seminarians’ spiritual lives.  

To maintain deep personal communication between formators and 

seminarians, especially in the spiritual dimension, formators must cultivate a 

relationship of trust with seminarians, creating an environment where they feel 

comfortable and secure. In the PNG context, secrets and confidential things 

are shared among family members. Thus, formators must create a family 

environment in the seminary, which allows seminarians to view formators not 
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merely as mentors or authority figures but as extended family members, 

fostering openness and a sense of belonging. Moreover, the spiritual 

dimension helps seminarians overcome cultural barriers, leaving what is 

familiar to discover what is new in a deeper level of spiritual life. Both 

seminarians and formators must be reminded of God’s words to Abraham: 

“Leave your country, your family, and your father’s house” (Gen 12: 1). 

Formators and seminarians must nurture a readiness to be uprooted spiritually 

and culturally in faith and planted by God in the Promised Land.254 

Priestly formation is a dynamic movement from within, integrating all 

formation dimensions, leading to an ongoing conversion. Hence, formators 

should guide seminarians to be open to transformation and conversion, to 

change their minds and hearts. Especially through spiritual formation, the 

formators need to help seminarians gain personal experience and have intimate 

relationships with God. Faith is not abstract theories or stories but a personal 

encounter with the Living God because, through Jesus, God communicates 

with humans and invites humans to enter a love relationship. Faith becomes a 

response to God’s love. Therefore, the Pontifical Council for Culture writes: 

“Faith has the power to get to the core of every culture and to purify it, to 

make it fruitful, to enrich it and to make it blossom like the boundless love of 

Christ.”255 In short, seminarians and formators must see reality with the eye of 

faith and get ready for conversion and transformation. 

 
254 Pontifical Council for Culture, Towards a Pastoral Approach to Culture, no. 3, accessed 
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II. Proposed Spiritual Formation Program For the Discipleship Stage 

1. Spiritual Formation Program 

In the discipleship stage, seminarians are called to become Jesus’ 

disciples and develop an intimate relationship with Him.256 The spiritual 

formation program for this stage is dedicated to grounding the seminarian in 

the sequela Christi (following Christ), which involves attentively listening to 

His Word, internalizing His teachings, and actively living them out in daily 

life.257 In other words, the spiritual formation program leads all daily activities 

of seminarians to the single focus, that is, following Jesus. 

a) Liturgical Celebrations 

The Eucharist is the most important celebration of the Church as the 

source and summit of Christian life. In seminary, celebrating the Eucharist 

must be the essential moment of the day.258 Through the Eucharist, 

seminarians encounter Jesus, experience divine love, and draw strength for 

their faith journey. In addition, seminarians learn from Jesus the lessons of 

self-sacrificing love. Thus, attending the daily Mass is an obligation for all 

seminarians.  

In addition to daily participation in Mass, seminarians should become 

familiar with the prayer of the Church through the Divine Office, which they 

will recite throughout in their whole priestly life. Seminarians must faithfully 

participate in the Liturgy of the Hours with formators and other seminarians.  

Formators need to help seminarians integrate their prayer lives with other 
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daily activities into the rhythm of the Church’s prayer life through the Liturgy 

of the Hours.259  

Seminarians are encouraged to frequently come to the Sacrament of 

Penances and spiritual direction. The spiritual coordinators and director should 

assist seminarians in having a daily schedule for personal prayer and devotion, 

including reading the Bible, reading spiritual books, daily reflections, and 

visiting the Blessed Sacrament. Following the seminary schedule, seminarians 

attend monthly recollections, annual retreats, and other practices that provide 

them with opportunities for reflection and discernment concerning their 

spiritual lives and vocations.  

b) Spiritual Life Formation 

To ensure seminarians have a foundational understanding of the prayer 

traditions of the Church, the seminary may organize short courses, seminars, 

or workshops, providing a structured introduction to both common and private 

prayer, such as liturgy and prayer, and Catholic spiritual practices, according 

to the tradition of the Church. Through these courses, seminarians will learn 

several methods of prayer that enrich their prayer experience. Reading the 

writings of the Church Father must also be a part of the seminary program. In 

addition, formators need to instruct seminarians about personal devotions, 

especially the Lectio Divina, Eucharist devotion, and Marian devotion, so 

these spiritual activities eventually can become a regular part of the 

seminarian’s life. 

c) Integrating all Dimensions 
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Priestly formation integrates all dimensions of the person of the 

seminarians. In the discipleship stage, seminarians develop and shape their 

personalities. Thus, this stage emphasizes the harmonious integration of the 

human and spiritual dimensions, fostering a balanced development. Thus, 

formators need to provide courses on the evangelical counsels and the 

beatitudes to encourage seminarians to strive for personal growth in virtues 

such as faith, hope, love, sincerity, justice, fidelity, modesty, humility, and 

charity.260 Formators must also help seminarians integrate philosophical and 

other courses, such as psychology and sociology, into their spiritual lives to 

have integrated and balanced lives. 

d) Spiritual Direction 

Spiritual direction is an essential part of spiritual formation and priestly 

formation, involving the care of the souls of future priests. The spiritual 

coordinator must help seminarians, particularly first-year seminarians, 

understand the importance of spiritual direction and how to prepare for 

spiritual direction fruitfully. The spiritual coordinator also chooses committed 

priests to serve as spiritual directors to ensure that they help seminarians 

encounter God and listen attentively to discern God’s will for them. The 

spiritual coordinator also supervises seminarians who come for spiritual 

direction regularly (monthly).  

2. The Seminarians at the End of the Discipleship Stage 

By the end of this stage, seminarians should show to their formators 

that they have grown and improved in their lives. 
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Seminarians need to develop a profound personal relationship with 

Jesus Christ and learn from Him. Thus, they are faithful and committed to 

daily Eucharist, Liturgy of the Hours, personal reflection and meditation, and 

lectio divina. In addition, they develop a personal schedule for personal prayer 

and devotion and faithfully follow their schedule. 

They gain a comprehensive understanding of the sacristy and liturgy, 

ensuring they can effectively assist in and lead liturgical celebrations. They 

must be able to reflect accurately and realistically on their personal experience 

of prayer and spirituality.  

At the same time, they need to grow open to the Holy Spirit through 

listening and discerning. They should commit to regular participation in the 

Sacrament of Penance and spiritual direction, fostering a life of continual 

conversion and grace. Particularly, they must pursue holiness by developing 

virtues such as simplicity, poverty, humility, obedience, etc. 

The seminarians must also possess a deep confidence in their vocation 

to the priesthood with pure motivation, which means they are not driven by 

external pressures or superficial reasons but by a genuine, heartfelt 

commitment to follow Christ's call.261 They should be able to articulate their 

understanding and awareness of God’s call to a lifelong commitment to 

celibate chastity and continue to grow in the virtue of chastity.  

They need to be able to show maturity in relationships with others, 

especially with children of the other gender. They should establish a personal 
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discipline or rule of life, structuring their daily activities to support ongoing 

spiritual and personal development. 

III. Proposed Spiritual Formation Program for the Configuration Stage 

1. Spiritual Formation Program 

 After progressing through the previous stage of becoming disciples of 

Jesus Christ and discerning that God is calling them to the priesthood, 

seminarians now focus on configuring their lives to align more closely with 

that of Jesus. This configuration involves deepening their commitment to 

living out Christ's example in every aspect of their daily existence. At this 

stage, seminarians continue to develop what they practice in the discipleship 

stage. With the help of the spiritual coordinator, director, and other formators, 

seminarians actively seek to embody the virtues and mission of Jesus, striving 

to make his thoughts, actions, and intentions mirror those of the Lord.262  

a) Liturgical Celebrations 

 In this stage, seminarians maintain their faithfulness to liturgical 

celebrations and other devotional activities in the seminary. Formators need to 

guide them to participate with a deeper understanding of what they celebrate 

and to assimilate those celebrations. Hence, their lives may be transfigured 

into the mystery in which they participate. 

 Moreover, in this stage, seminarians receive the ministries of lectors and 

acolytes. Thus, they need to be prepared to become these ministers so that they 

may exercise these ministries with a deeper understanding and be more active 

in the Eucharistic celebration. Moreover, formators should help seminarians to 
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nurture their special spiritual growth by integrating these ministries into their 

daily lives, as crucial part of their preparation for the Holy Orders. 

b) Contemplation and Solitude 

 Formators need to help seminarians cultivate a deeper experience of God 

through daily meditation and contemplation. The seminarians will thus learn 

to value and seek out moments of solitude and quiet, understanding that these 

times are essential for their relationship with God, especially through the silent 

retreats and daily silent moments. Two of the critical components of this 

spiritual training include the Ignatian Spiritual Exercises and Carmelite 

spiritual tradition, which are highly effective in guiding seminarians toward a 

deeper understanding of their faith and relationship with God. Seminarians 

also need to be familiar with other spiritual teachers, saints, and doctors of the 

Church, as well as their teachings on spiritual life. 

c) Priestly Identity and Spirituality 

 In the transfiguration stage, seminarians are closer to the priesthood. 

Thus, formators should help seminarians acquire a profound and 

comprehensive knowledge of the priesthood, priestly identity, and spirituality. 

Seminarians need to learn to conduct themselves appropriately with a lifestyle 

conducive to anticipating ordination. Based on a firm foundation of human 

formation, formators should guide seminarians to transfer their natural 

tendencies of fatherhood to serving as spiritual fathers with the fatherhood that 

is generative, fruitful, masculine, and efficacious.  

2. The Seminarians at the End of the Configuration Stage 

 At the end of the configuration stage, seminarians have a deeper 

intimacy with Christ through meditation and contemplation in the sacred 
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solitude and communion with God and the Church. At the same time, they 

develop their personality, which is sufficient for the clerical state of the 

Church.  

 They must prove that they have developed a lifestyle rooted in prayer, 

faithfully participating in communal prayer and nourishing their lives with 

personal prayer. They become men of prayer with multiple methods of prayer 

in their personal lives and can share their prayer experiences with others.  

 They also embrace a life of asceticism and detachment that is healthy, 

balanced, and oriented toward sacred ministry in the Church. Seminarians 

demonstrate an appropriate lifestyle for future priests with simplicity, poverty, 

chastity, honesty, humility, and obedience.  

 Seminarians demonstrate comprehension and steadfast engagement with 

the Liturgy of the Hours and the Sacraments of Eucharist and Penance. The 

Liturgy of the Hours and Holy Mass should be integrated into their daily 

routine, becoming indispensable components of their spiritual lives.263 

 The seminarians understand and actualize the profound significance of 

the priestly identity and its mysteries. They diligently shape their spiritual 

journeys to mirror Christ's role as the Head and Shepherd of the Church. 

 As future diocesan priests, they recognize that their formation ultimately 

leads back to the lay faithful, whom they are called to serve humbly as both 

companions and guides. 

 The priesthood candidates know their lives must be intimately 

configured to Christ through the sacrament of Baptism and Holy Orders. Their 

 
263 PPF, 6th edition, no. 240. 
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spirituality undergoes a transformative journey, drawing them inexorably 

towards the sacrificial path walked by Jesus.  

 Following the model of Christ, the Good Shepherd, seminarians are 

ready to sacrifice their lives, exemplifying the ultimate act of love and service, 

especially through the celibate life.  

 Thus, the candidate for priesthood must demonstrate in his formation 

and lifestyle that he is capable and free to live as a spiritual father for the 

People of God.264 At the end of the transfiguration stages, seminarians prove 

that they are ready to be ordained into diaconate.  

Conclusion 

HSS and other seminaries in PNG face many challenges in forming 

future priests for the PNG local Church. Seminarians who enter the seminary 

with insufficient education in secondary schools especially pose critical 

challenges to adequate priestly formation. Both seminarians and formators 

must work hard to overcome these challenges.  

Thus, to be more fruitful in spiritual formation, HSS should pay 

attention to the main aims of each stage: discipleship and configuration. 

Accordingly, besides the common program for all seminarians, it is necessary 

to have separate formation programs for each stage to be clear with each 

purpose and to pursue different purposes. Finally, it is necessary to have 

specific evaluations and assessments of the spiritual life of seminarians to 

ensure that seminarians try their best to integrate and assimilate what they 

 
 
264 PPF, 6th edition, nos. 241-42. 
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learn, with the goal of undergoing a dynamic transformation and configuration 

into the likeness of Christ, the High Priest and Good Shepherd. 
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THESIS CONCLUSION 

The Catholic Church in PNG, a country with about six hundred fifty 

tribes and eight hundred languages spoken nationwide,  reflects the diversity 

of the Universal Church, which has rich and diverse cultural traditions. After 

one hundred and fifty years of evangelization, the Catholic Church is present 

in all the provinces regardless of tribes or languages. However, PNG is still 

the mission field where many missionary priests, religious people, and 

laypeople from different countries and cultures serve. Therefore, the 

development of the local Church requires that the local clergy and laypeople 

take over and continue the mission in PNG. Priests, especially, play an 

essential role in the life and mission of the Church as servant leaders and good 

shepherds, following the model of Christ, the Good Shepherd. Thus, the 

formation of local clergies is essential to the life of the Church in PNG. The 

priestly formation must be a comprehensive and integrated program following 

the guidelines of the Magisterium documents but also inculturated and 

localized according to the PNG context.  

To provide a broad view of the priesthood in the Catholic tradition, this 

thesis explored the priesthood’s historical and theological roots in the 

Scriptures. The Christian priesthood finds its source and model in Jesus Christ, 

who, by His Passion on the Cross, became the Only Eternal High Priest who 

perfected all of the Old Testament’s priesthood and established a new and 

everlasting covenant. In addition, before completing His ministry on Earth, 

Jesus gave the apostles and the Church the Holy Spirit with the command to 

continue his mission: proclaiming the Good News to the end of the world. 

Therefore, by the grace of the Holy Spirit, all the baptized participate in His 
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priesthood to offer living sacrifices and proclaim salvation to the world. In 

other words, all Christians exercise their priesthood in the priesthood of 

Christ. 

This thesis also illustrated that the ministerial priesthood is considered 

a vocation, among other vocations in the Church, to carry out the ministerial 

priestly functions of Christ to serve the Church. Living the Christian vocation, 

priests must strive for holiness by living under the guidance of the Holy Spirit 

and exercising priestly ministry with pastoral charity. Hence, they must be 

transformed into the likeness of Christ and exercise their priestly functions 

with the same mind and heart as Christ’s. Priests find the source and summit 

of their lives in the Eucharist, where they find their identity and from which 

they draw spiritual strength. In the Catholic tradition, celibacy is crucial for 

priestly life as the sign of undivided love for God and the Church. The 

holiness of priests needs to be built upon their human maturity. Thus, priests 

serve the people as spiritual leaders and fathers in pastoral ministry. Therefore, 

this thesis posited that the spiritual life is essential to priestly life and ministry, 

which nourishes an intimate personal relationship with Christ and the Holy 

Spirit, who guide them in fulfilling their priestly ministry.  

Concerning the nature and mission of priests, this thesis emphasized 

the necessity of having a solid and comprehensive priestly formation in 

seminaries as guided by the Magisterium documents. There is also the 

recognition that the guidelines of the Church on priestly formation emphasize 

the integration of dimensions: human, spiritual, intellectual, and pastoral. 

These elements are interrelated, aiming at seminarians' transformation and 

transfiguration into Christ's likeness. In other words, priestly formation is the 
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process of life-long conversion. This thesis also asserted that the spiritual 

dimension is the key element in priestly formation, from discerning and 

nourishing the priestly vocation of the candidates to seminary formation and 

the ongoing formation of priests.  

Discussing the situation of priestly formation in PNG seminaries, 

especially at HSS, this thesis described many challenges due to the widespread 

inferior educational quality of secondary schools and the cultural differences 

among seminarians. In the face of these challenges and difficulties, this thesis 

called for bishops and formators to prepare long-term for the future priests of 

PNG, suggesting that HSS continues to focus on spiritual formation and 

integration with other dimensions: intellectual, human, and pastoral. In 

addition, it is important to recognize that accompaniment is the key element to 

help seminarians on their spiritual journey of priestly formation.  

This thesis also discussed the importance of concentrating on the 

particular aims of each formation stage and the methods and programs applied 

for each stage of discipleship and configuration. Concretely, the thesis 

suggested that the formators at HSS revisit formation curricula to ensure they 

provide seminarians with what the Church requires for seminary formation in 

the PNG social-cultural context. There are also suggestions for concrete and 

specific evaluations and assessments of the spiritual life of seminarians. The 

spiritual formation must ensure that at the end of their seminary training, 

seminarians have developed, integrated, and assimilated all the formation 

dimensions that prepare the seminarians to receive Holy Orders and to live 

their priesthood in the likeness of Christ, the High Priest and Good Shepherd. 
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In summary, this research delved into the documents of the Church and 

other writers to explore the nature and mission of the priesthood that requires a 

fitting formation program for priesthood candidates. It emphasized the 

importance of the spiritual dimension and its integration with other dimensions 

in priestly formation. It also considered the particular context and situation of 

the Church in PNG to offer some suggestions for the formation program at 

HSS.  While this thesis’ scope was limited to a single seminary context, it still 

provides valuable insights into the priesthood and priestly formation that may 

contribute to sound priestly formation at other diocesan and religious 

seminaries.  

This thesis also opens to other studies that would explore the influence 

of social media in the digital age on priestly formation in seminaries. Another 

avenue for further study would be the impact and integration between 

formation dimensions in preparing future priests. In the context of PNG, future 

research could explore how the PNG spiritual beliefs and cultural traditions 

influence priestly formation. Research on the influences of diversity in PNG 

culture on seminary life and formation might be a good topic for exploring and 

deepening the inculturation of priestly formation in PNG.
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